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Foreword 


In these days of health care for all, education for all, rights 
for all, and opportunity for all, it seems almost inevitable 
that the Gospel of Jesus Christ would be obscured by the 
popular religious teaching of salvation for all. The demo¬ 
cratic ideals of equality and equal opportunity have invaded 
theology as well as politics. 

Most churches in the United States that call themselves 
Christian reject the Gospel. They teach, if they are liberal, 
that Jesus was a good man-even a martyr-but he died in no 
one’s place; or, if they are conservative, that Jesus died in 
everyone’s place, desires all men to be saved, and offers sal¬ 
vation to all. But it really makes little difference whether a 
church is large, respectable, liberal, and teaches that Jesus 
died for no one; or enthusiastic, growing, conservative, and 
teaches that Jesus died for everyone. The result is the same: 
Jesus Christ actually saves no one-no one at all. Both liber¬ 
als and conservatives agree that people save themselves by 
an exercise of their wills. The conservative “Christ” makes 
salvation possible, if people will only let him into their hearts; 
the liberal “Christ” points the way to salvation, if people will 
but follow his example. Neither “Christ” saves. 

The liberals are perhaps more forthright in denying the 
Gospel; they say that Jesus was just a good example or a 
good teacher. They don’t pretend to present a Saviour. The 
conservatives disguise the fact that they have no Gospel-no 
good news-by saying that God loves everyone and offers 
salvation to all. But the meaning of both the liberal message 
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and the conservative message is the same: Neither a good 
moral teacher nor a mere offer of salvation actually saves. 
Neither the liberals nor the conservatives, the humanists nor 
the Arminians, have a Saviour. The liberal “Christ,” at best, 
is a brave soul who endures injustice rather than renounce 
his belief in humankind; the conservative “Christ” is a wimp 
who begs people to let him into their hearts. 

What neither liberals nor conservatives, Protestants nor 
Roman Catholics, charismatics nor fundamentalists will teach 
is the Biblical doctrine of the Atonement: Qod_the Father, 
possessing all power and all knowledge, from eternity chose 
the specific individuals he would save; God the Son, pos¬ 
sessing all power and alTknowledge, be came fle sh in order 
to propitiate the wrath of the Father by dying in the pTace of 
those whom the Father had chosen; and God the Ttoly Spirit, 
possessing all power and all knowledge, irresistibly and in 
due time gives the persons elected by the Father and ran¬ 
somed by the Son the faith and salvation that Christ earned 
for them. This Biblical doctrine of the Atonement is the Gos¬ 
pel, the good news, about what God has done for his people. 
It is the good news about Jesus Christ, the author and fin¬ 
isher of our faith. Salvation is a gift of God to his people 
from beginning to end. 

Biblical theology, particularly the doctrine of the Atone¬ 
ment, is undemocratic; it clashes with the modern ideals of 
equality and equal opportunity. But God is hot an equal op - 
portunity Saviour. Christ died for and prays for only those 
wKorrTthe Father sent him to”save. It is to them alone that 
the gift of faitlTwill be given. It is them alone that Christ 
actually saves. Their salvation illustrates the mercy of God, 
for they have no claim on their Creator, and they are as si n- 
ful a s tho se dam ned. The damnation of the reprobate illus¬ 
trates God’s justice. Both the elect and_th e damned illustrate 
his sovereignty. 
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ix 


Many of those whom God has predestined to Hel l have 
been very.r eligious peo ple. Two thousand years ago, they 
were the religious leaders of Israel, the Scribes and the Phari¬ 
sees. Not much seems to have changed in the past two thou¬ 
sand years, for today many unbelievers attend, support, and 
lead large churches and religious organizations in the United 
States; they are described in Matthew 7: 

Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord,” shall enter the 
kingdom of Heaven, but he who does the will of my Father in 
Heaven. 

Many will say to me in that day, “Lord, Lord, have we not 
prophesied in your name, cast out demons in your name, and 
done many wonders in your name?” 

And then I will declare to them, “I never knew you; depart 
from me, you who practice lawlessness!” 

The doctrine of the Atonement is the heart of the Biblical 
message. It is this Christian doctrine, together with the doc¬ 
trine of the in errancy of Scripture, on which the world in its 
diabolical wisdom has concentrated its attacks. In this book 
Dr. Clark brings an unmatched clarity of thought and ex¬ 
pression to a critical Christian doctrine, and his systematic 
explanation of the Atonement will richly reward the believ¬ 
ing reader. But to those who are perishing, as Paul says, the 
message of this book will be the smell of death. We pray 
that the Eternal and Almighty God, who works all things 
according to his own will among the hosts of Heaven and 
Earth, will cause those who read The Atonement to believe 
the truth about our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. 


John W. Robbins 




1. Introduction on Method 


When a pastor preaches a sermon on the Atonement, he 
will, if he believes the Bible, choose a text or a passage and 
explain its meaning. This is the same method that a profes¬ 
sor of philosophy uses in lecturing to a college class on 
Aristotle. Unlike the pastor, the professor may not believe 
everything his text says, but in both cases the method con¬ 
sists in explaining just what the text means. 

If, however, the pastor wishes to convince some non- 
Christians who may be in his audience of the truth of his 
message, he may go beyond pure exposition and try persua¬ 
sion. In theological language this means that he employs 
some apologetic method. Theologians do this more fre¬ 
quently than pastors, for t heologians usually aim to persuade 
or at lea st to refute those who reje ct the doctrine. Of course, 
pastors sometimes aim to refute, and surely theologians aim 
to expound; but apologetics or polemics does not sound like 
pure exposition. Their precise and technical relationship can 
be discussed later. 

Whatever that precise relationship may be, this treatise 
attempts to do both. Many ordinary Christians are woefu lly 
ignorant. In a class ofenthusiastic Christian students~at a 
summer conference, all of college level, all “on fire for Jesus,” 
singing wild “gospel songs” with abandon, thirty-four out of 
thirty-five had not the dimmest notion of justification by faith. 
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■They couM^lap their hands and stomp their feet, but not one 
of the thirty-four could recite the Ten Commandments. In fact 
the lone exception was not a member of the conference staff, 
but a visitor who just sat in. The present treatise will at least 
quote some very elementary Biblical passages, if not for the 
edification of those whirling dervishes, at least for the sober- 
minded, even if poorly instructed, church members who genu¬ 
inely want to understand this central doctrine of Christianity. 
I do not despise ignorant Christians because of their ignorance, 
but who can praise those who are determined not to learn? 

Christians and any others who are both ignorant and 
stupid resent being called ignorant. Christians and any oth¬ 
ers who are ignorant but intelligent admit their deficiency 
and make an honest effort to learn. Most Christians today do 
not realize to what a low level evangelical-or so-called evan- 
gelical-Christianity has fallen since 1660. Few modern 
Christians can endure reading a Puritan commentary. Some 
are exceedingly tedious, and some are really of little value. 
But many are so detailed because their readers wanted to 
know every Scriptural detail they could. John Owen wrote a 
commentary on Hebrews that runs a good 4,000 pages. It 
may seem tedious to many people; and undoubtedly it con¬ 
tains several mistakes-for only Scripture is infallible—but by 
its popular acclaim it testifies to a high level of Christian 
intelligence in the seventeenth century. 

Some sma rt-aleck te enagers, and of course the liberal 
critics, will continue t o spurn Calvinism ; nor should one rely 
merely on the evidence of Puritan commentaries. The value 
of detailed study of the Bible is asserted by the Bible itself. 
Those who still believe that the Scriptures are the inerrant 
word of the infallible God, who is truth itself, should care¬ 
fully study what treatment the Bible demands for itself. Only 
a few verses will be quoted, but they should be read very 
slowly so that their meaning may sink in. 
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Deuteronomy 6:6,7: 

Deuteronomy 17:19: 
Psalm 1:2: 

Psalm 119:97: 

Psalm 119:148: 

John 5:39: 

John 17:17: 

Acts 17:11: 

Colossians 3:16: 


These words . . . shall be in your 
heart; you shall teach them dili¬ 
gently to your children, and shall 
talk of them .... 

He shall read it all the days of his 
life .... 

His delight is in the law of the Lord, 
and in his law he meditates day and 
night. 

0, how I love your law! It is my 
meditation all the day. 

My eyes are awake through the 
night watches, that I may meditate 
on your word. 

Search the Scriptures .... 

Sanctify them by your truth. Your 
word is truth. 

These . . . searched the Scriptures 
daily. 

Let the word of Christ dwell in you 
richly in all wisdom. 


These verses in one way or another stress lhe necessity 
of reading, un derstanding, and tracing out the implications 
ofTjocT’s written rev elation. Someone might wonder why 2 
Timothy 2:15 was not quoted. Does it not command us to 
study the Scriptures? And does not the present writer wish to 
emphasize studying the Scriptures? Well, the Greek word is 
not study. But let not the intellectually lazy person rejoice. 
The Greek verb means be eager, make every effort, be zeal¬ 
ous to arrive at a correct understanding of the word of truth. 

This opening page has not exhibited, nor has it seemed 
to promise, any great degree of profound scholarship. But 
appearances are deceptive. The first step is to get the ordi- 
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nary church members, who have unwittingly absorbed the 
anti-intellectual proclivities of neo-orthodoxy, to realize that 
God speaks the truth; and that he spoke the truth so that we 
might gain an understanding of his mind, so that also we 
ourselves might have the mind of Christ. Nowhere are we told 
to have the emotions of Christ. But Scripture repeats and re¬ 
peats the exhortation to understand divine truth. This is God’s 
command, though obedience to it is often quite difficult. 

This t reatise will soon become very complicated b ecause 
the doctrine of the Atonement is very c omplicated, far more 
complic ated th an the vast majority of Christians can imag¬ 
ing. TiearnedtheoIbgTah?may1^^ down their noses at quot¬ 
ing a few disjointed passages. The more erudite books as¬ 
sume that their readers already know these verses. Such an 
assumption was perhaps once justified, but hardly now. At 
any rate a few easy quotations may possibly entice an unsus¬ 
pecting pew-warmer to dive into theology before he realizes 
the dangers of not being able to swim. But how can one 
learn to swim without jumping in? Other verses will be quoted 
later as they are needed; but these are an easy, perhaps de¬ 
ceptively easy, beginning. 


Genesis 3:15: 
Isaiah 53:5,11: 


Matthew 1:21: 


1 Peter 2:24: 


He shall bruise your head, and you 
shall bruise his heel. 

He was wounded for our transgres¬ 
sions ... he shall see the travail of 
his soul, and be satisfied. 

You shall call his name Jesus, for 
he will save his people from their 
sins. 

Who himself bore our sins in his 
own body on the tree ... by whose 
stripes you were healed. 


In addition to the information these verses provide, their 
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use bears on the distinction between exposition and apolog et- 
ics, or at least some apologetics. Taking into consideration 
the entire Christian enterprise, should we limit ourselves to 
Scripture and arguments based thereon? Or should we find 
premises in sincere, common opinion-human experience- 
from which we can establish the basic principles of Chris¬ 
tianity and so justify the use of revelation? Although a final 
conclusion on this point is inappropriate so early in the dis¬ 
cussion, the reader must not be left unaware of its pervasive 
importance. One example, to be discussed more fully later 
on, may be introduced by another scriptural quotation. In a 
tremendous paragraph Paul wrote 

Romans 3:26: ... that he might beJ jasL and the 

iu stifier of the one who has faith in 
Jesus. 

This verse says something about the justjcejif God, and 
the j ustice o f God is a most important facet of the doctrine of 
the Atonement. But at the moment we are interested only in 
the method used to defend j divine justic e. Here is an example. 

Jonathan Edwards wrote a thirty-five page article Con¬ 
cerning the Necessity and Reasonableness of the Christian 
Doctrine of Satisfaction l arSin (Works, Volume VIII, 1811). 
He introduces his subject with the proposition, “Justice re- 
q uires that sin be punishe d.” He appeals to the universal be¬ 
lief that “some crimes are so horrid . . . that it is requisite 
they should not go unpunished unless . . . some measure [of 
compensation or repentance] at least balances the desert of 
punishment.” In Jonathan Edwards’ day hardly anyone would 
have disagreed, and thus Edwards could rely on the com¬ 
monly held view as a sufficient introduction to his theology. 
Today that is not the case. Many people hold that crime is 
only a disease; the criminal is not guilty, but sick; and even 
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his sickness is the result of a misguided society rather than 
of a depraved individual mind or will. If then it be our busi¬ 
ness to maintain the truth of the Christian doctrine of Atone¬ 
ment, instead of merely explaining it, we must face a prob¬ 
lem Edwards hardly dreamed of. In view of the prevalent 
behaviorism and Freudian psychology, we cannot rely on 
common opinion and so-called human reason. Yet if we de¬ 
pend on revelation alone, are we not begging the question 
and losing our audience? Edwards could plausibly appeal to 
human reason because the human reason he was acquainted 
with was English reason already permeated with Christian 
ideas. But this is no longer the case. Edwards thought that 
crime excites “such an abhorrence and indignation that . . . 
by this all is granted that needs to be granted, to show that 
desert of punishment carries in it a requisiteness of the pun¬ 
ishment deserved” (500). But today the behaviorists (for 
example, John Watson and B.F. Skinner) aim to remove the 
idea of punishment from the laws and from the mind of man. 
Sweden, for example, has made it illegal for parents to spank 
their children or even to scold them. Naturally: Socialism is 
anti-Christian. 

From the eighteenth-century Christian opinion that all 
crime d emand s punishment, unless there be so mething to bal¬ 
ance jt, Edwards infers that, since any sin against God is so 
great that nothing can balance it, God must punish i t. “If 
any ask, why God could not pardon the injury on repentance, 
without other satisfaction, without wrong to justice; I ask 
the same person why he could not also pardon the injury 
without repentance?” To Edwards this is unthinkable, but few 
today would acknowledge that his argument is valid. On the 
next page (502) he appeals not only to a Christian conscience, 
but also to “the consciences of heathen.” Yet he must add the 
damaging proviso “unless conscience has been stupified by 
frequent violations.” On page 506 he also admits “all but 
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Epicureans will own that all moral agents are subjects of 
God's moral government.” This is a false statement. Others 
than Epicureans are also such exceptions. Of course Jonathan 
Edwards antedated the modern Logical Positivists (who are 
far from being Epicureans) but in addition to Democritus, 
not even Aristotle satisfies Edwards’ assertion. For that 
matter, even one exception to his norm destroys his position. 
Yet from his inadequate observation he concludes that there¬ 
fore God’s conscience must be like ours. Hence Edwards’ 
argument fails on two counts: invalid inference and false pre¬ 
mises. 

To conclude this first section and to anticipate, the 
method used here will be, first, some exposition-plus here 
and there the drawing of inferences from the verses quoted; 
then, second, the refutation of two sorts of arguments-well- 
meaning but inadequate defenses of the Biblical truths, and 
definite attacks on the Christian faith. 

2. The Doctrine in Its Simplicity 

An individual Christian, without scholarly ambitions, 
reads the Bible and notes certain statements concerning the 
death of Christ. With further meditation, if he qualifies as an 
example of Psalm 1:2, he will realize that several verses say 
pretty much the same thing, while another half dozen make a 
different point. This procedure will in time result in an el¬ 
ementary unders tanding of the Atonement divided into four 
or five or six points. These points could be that Christ’s 
death was (1) a sacrifice, for 1 Corinthians 5:7 says, “Christ, 
our Passover, was sacrificedjor us”; (2) an ex piatory sacri- 
fice, for Matthew 26:28 speaks of “my blood . . . which is 
sEedTor many for the remission of sins”; (3) a vicarious o r 
substitutionar y sacrifice. T or Mark 10:45 says that “the Son 
ofMan [came] ... to give his life a ransom for many”; (4) a 
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propitiation, f or 2 Corinthians 5:18 says, “God, who has rec- 
onciledjjsjo himself througlTjesus Christ ”;Imd^S) a s atis¬ 
fact ion of divine justice, for Romans 3:25, 26 specify both 
propitiati on and satisfactionT^wh o m God set forth to T>e a 
nropitiation . . , that he might be i ust and the justifier of the 
one who has faith in J esus.” 

After further study, indeed after much further study and 
discussion among themselves, groups of devout men tried to 
summarize the Biblical teaching. Their statements may not 
have reproduced every jot and tittle of the teaching, but some 
formulations were remarkably complete. There were at times 
individual authors who wrote books on the subject, of whom 
Anselm is one of the best known; but the reference here is to 
groups of theologians who wrote short summaries, at least 
shorter than a book. The best and most important of these 
summaries-and this is not just my opinion alone-is chapter 
eight of the Westminster Confession. This document is more 
than a summary of the doctrine of the Atonement. From 1643 
to 1649 (theoretically until 1652) approximately sixty to sev¬ 
enty of the most learned English and Scottish theologians 
worked on a summary of all the main Biblical teachings. No 
document since that date comes anywhere near superseding 
it. Chapter eight will now be quoted; but first, in view of 
some contemporary confusion, a distinction should be made. 

In 1924 a document called the Auburn Affirmation was 
signed and published by some 1,300 ministers of the 
Presbyterian Church in the US.A. These 1,300 ministers 
unanimously rejected the inerrancy of Scripture, and in ad¬ 
dition asserted that the doctrines of the Virgin Birth, the 
miracles, the Atonement, and the Resurrection are unessen¬ 
tial. They somewhat disguised their unbelief by stating that 
they all believed in the fact of the Atonement, though which 
doctrine of the Atonement to accept was unimportant. This 
attempt to distinguish between the fact of the Atonement and 
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the doctrine of the Atonement is obfuscating. The Atone¬ 
ment is a doctrine, not a fact. The Old Testament, and to a 
lesser extent the New Testament as well, contains many state¬ 
ments of historical events: the flood, Abraham’s migration 
to Palestine, the Exodus, and the fact that David was born 
into the tribe of Judah. So what? Other people migrated and 
other children were feoff/Into the tribe of Judah and still oth¬ 
ers into the tribe of Ephraim. So what? Jesus’ death was 
also an historical event. It took place on Friday, the four¬ 
teenth of Nisan, in the year A.D. 30 (or thereabouts). But 
the death of two thieves at the same time and place was also 
an historical event. Eventually Pontius Pilate died, and so 
too the High Priest. The death of Jesus as a bare historical 
event would be as unimportant as theirs. The tremendous 
difference between Jesus’ death and the deaths of the others 
is its significance. The Bible recounts the event, to be sure, 
but it also adds the explanation of the event. The doctrine of 
the Atonement is that explanation. This doctrine or expla¬ 
nation is no temporal occurrence: It is a part of the divine 
plan, an eternal thought in the mind of God. What God’s 
eternal thought is, he revealed in the Bible; and the 
Westminster Confession summarizes the Biblical teaching. 
The five points mentioned in the first paragraph of this sub¬ 
section give the simplest Biblical form; other verses should 
be added to them by each person who reads the Bible; the 
Westminster Confession aims to summarize these verses. Its 
summary is not quite so simple as the verses. But it is not 
beyond the grasp of an average intellect. 

It pleased God, in his eternal purpose, to choose and or¬ 
dain the Lord Jesus, his only begotten Son, to be the Mediator 
between God and man; the Prophet, Priest, and King; the Head 
and Saviour of his Church; the Heir of all things; and Judge of 
the world; unto whom he did, from all eternity, give a people to 
be his seed, and to be by him in time redeemed, called, justi- 
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fied, sanctified, and glorified.* 

Some editions of the Confession print out eight or ten 
verses in support of the text; other editions give only book, 
chapter and verse. For example, in section one, the eternal 
purpose of God to choose Jesus Christ as mediator is sup¬ 
ported by Isaiah 42:1, “Behold! My servant whom 1 uphold, 
my elect one in whom my soul delights! I have put my Spirit 
upon him; he will bring forth justice to the Gentiles.” There 
follow four other verses to the same purpose. As one famil¬ 
iar with the Scriptures may suppose, these are not the only 
verses which shed light on the Father’s eternal choice of 
Christ. They are samples only. The footnote to the final 
phrase of VIII, viii gives six verses. First year seminary stu¬ 
dents and every Bible-loving Christian should familiarize 
himself with such material. 

It will be of historical interest as well as of theological 
importance to quote a bit of the Confession of the Waldenses. 
It was written somewhat as an appeal to the Protestant na¬ 
tions in consequence of a frightful and barbarous massacre 
of the Waldenses by the Romanists. Cromwell in England 
out of his own pocket donated £2,000 and thus initiated a 
public subscription for the alleviation of the survivors. Some 
£38,000 were raised; but as Cromwell died about then, the 
licentious and semi-Catholic Charles II purloined about 
£16,000. Here is a part of the Confession: “We believe . . . 
that God saves from this corruption and condemnation those 
whom he has chosen of his mercy in Jesus Christ his Son; 
passing by all the rest, according to the irreprehensible rea¬ 
son of his freedom and justice.” 

Some fifty years before these two creeds the English 
church had adopted its Thirty-nine Articles, of which the 


* Chapter VIII, section 1. 
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XXXI is as follows: 

The offering of Christ once made is that perfect redemp¬ 
tion, propitiation, and satisfaction, for all the sins of the whole 
world, both original and actual; and there is none other satis¬ 
faction for sin but that alone. Wherefore the sacrifices of Masses, 
in which it w'as commonly said that the Priest did offer Christ 
for the quick and the dead, to have remission of pain and guilt, 
were blasphemous fables and dangerous deceits. 

These then are simple but official statements of the doc¬ 
trine this treatise aims to examine. 

3. The Covenant of Redemption 

The simplicity of the passion narratives in the four Gos¬ 
pels begins to become complex for us when we realize that 
the events have an eternal significance. The doctrine of the 
Atonement is a part, a most important part, of the divine and 
omniscient plan of the universe. It is not a temporal event: It 
is an eternal decree. The extremely puzzling relationship 
between time and eternity is the worst complexity embedded 
in the doctrine of the Atonement, and in all Biblical doc¬ 
trines, for all are related to and dependent on the eternal God. 
Such a difficulty is hardly appropriate for any elementary 
study of the Bible; yet it cannot be totally avoided. Perhaps 
it will be pedagogically but not theoretically sufficient to 
pinpoint the difficulty and press on. 

As with every problem, the most important step is to 
define the terms. Augustine of Hippo made the frequently 
quoted remark, If you do not ask me what time is, I know, 
but if you ask me, I do not know. Sir Isaac Newton posited 
tim e and space as the two independent frameworks w ithin 
which everything happens. But today apparently no scien- 
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tist accep ts this view. A decrease in velocity increases the 
diameter ofarfoBject-or something like that. The Encyclo¬ 
pedia of Philosophy, edited by Paul Edwards, has several 
articles on “Time.” Most readers will find them unintelli¬ 
gible. Secular scientists are not interested in eternity, but secu¬ 
lar philosophers-even pagan philosophers like Plato-are. 

It is pedagogically unsound to follow this subject very 
far in this treatise. Yet a hint may be of some help. Augus¬ 
tine, for all his hesitation, defined time as the sequence of 
ideas in a created mind. Perhaps this is circular and begs the 
question, but on this ground we may define eternity as omni¬ 
science. There is no sequence of ideas in God’s mind: no 
temporal sequence. If there were, God would know some 
things today he did not know yesterday. But omniscience 
means that God always knows everything. Ideas do not come 
and go. His mind, that is, God himself, is immutable; he is 
not subject to change. Hence we talk of an eternal decree. 
God’s plan of the universe never began and was never al¬ 
tered. This includes the doctrine of the Atonement, as the 
Confession says, “It pleased God, in his eternal purpose, to 
choose and ordain the Lord Jesus . . . .” 

This choice can and has been called the covenant of 
redemption. 

No matter how ill-prepared a young Christian student 
may be, he can hardly be ignorant of the fact that the Bible 
prescribes a method by which sinners are to be forgiven, es¬ 
cape the penalty for sin, and find favor with God. Biblical 
theologians have often divided the preparatory steps to this 
actual salvation into two covenants: the covenant of redemp¬ 
tion and the covenant of grace. This is a convenient division 
because, even if some theologians want to merge them and 
use only the second title, there are two stages in the prepara¬ 
tion for the Atonement and its application; and these two 
must both be included somewhere in the discussion. The 
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division depends on the first part’s being a relation between 
th e Father andthe~ Son, while the second part is a relat ion 
betw een the Son and the people he cam e to save. What is 
worse than merging these two parts is the outright denial of 
the first part by several non-Calvinistic theologians. Their 
reasons for such a denial are two. First, the general theology 
of Arminianism prevents the acknowledgment of the cov¬ 
enant of redemption. To answer this objection one must show 
that Augustine, Calvin, and Hodge correctly understood the 
Bible, whereas Arminius did not. The second reason for not 
acknowledging the covenant of redemption is the impres¬ 
sion that the Bible nowhere describes such a consultation 
between the Father and the Son. This narrower and more 
direct objection can be answered by showing that such an 
agreement between the Father and the Son is by no means an 
obscure idea buried in one or two subsidiary phrases. On 
the contrary, the Scripture gives a quite ample foundation to 
the doctrine. To show that there is indee d a covenant o f re¬ 
demption, a dozen verses will first be quoted, and then ex¬ 
egesis will follow. 


Luke 22:29: 
John 5:30: 


John 5:43: 
John 6:37-39: 


And I bestow upon you a kingdom just 
as my Father bestowed one upon me. 

I can of myself do nothing. As I hear, I 
judge and my judgment is righteous 
because I do not seek my own will but 
the will of the Father who sent me. 

I have come in my Father’s name. 

All that the Father gives me will come 
to me, and the one who comes to me I 
will by no means cast out. For I have 
come down from heaven, not to do my 
own will, but the will of him who sent 
me. This is the will of the Father who 
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John 8:42: 

John 10:29: 

John 17:6ff: 

Romans 5:19: 

Romans 8:3: 
Ephesians 1:4-5: 

Ephesians 3:11: 

2 Timothy 1:9: 


sent me, that I should lose nothing of 
all he has given me, but that I should 
raise it up at the last day. 

I proceeded forth and came from God; 
nor have I come of myself, but he sent 
me. 

My Father, who has given them to me, 
is greater than all. 

... the men whom you have given me 
out of the world. They were yours and 
you gave them to me .... For I have 
given to them the words which you have 
given to me . . . those who you gave 
me . . . 

. . . by one man’s obedience [i.e., of 
Jesus to his Father.] 

God did by sending his own Son. . . . 

. . . he chose us in him . . . having 
predestined us ... by Jesus Christ. 

. . . the eternal purpose which he ac¬ 
complished in Christ Jesus our Lord . . . 

. . . according to his own purpose and 
grace which was given us in Christ 
Jesus before time began . . . 


This list of verses is longer than usual because some 
theologians deny the concept and some pastors think that if 
there be such a covenant it is too unimportant to preach about. 
A study of the Scripture, an exegesis of these verses, should 
dispel the objections. 

The first of these verses quoted states that the Father 
bestowed or assigned a task to the Son. The verb bestow 
means to make a will or covenant. It has the same root as the 
New Testament has. The Father is here described as making 
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a will, a testament, or a covenant with the Son. The Son 
clearly accepted the assignment, for in fulfillment of the task 
the Father gave him, he gives a similar assignment to his 
disciples. 

The next two verses teach that the Son does not act on 
his individual authority alone: He is intent on accomplishing 
his Father’s will-he acts in his Father’s name. Obviously 
there must have been some agreement between the Father 
and the Son before the Son’s incarnation. John 8:42 repeats 
these ideas. 

John 6:37-39 not only repeats that the Son does the 
Father’s will, but in addition specifies what this will is. With 
John 10 and John 17 they all teach that the Father selected a 
certain group of people out of the world as the particular 
persons whom the Son was to save. This is said not just 
once, but is repeated several times in this group of verses. 

The context of Romans 5:19 expounds a comparison 
between Adam and Christ. Since the disobedience of the 
first Adam reflects a covenant of works with God, the com¬ 
parison naturally suggests some sort of covenant between 
the Father and the Son. Otherwise the comparison would be 
completely adventitious and inconsistent with an omniscient 
plan of redemption. The same may be said of the extremely 
condensed statement in 1 Corinthians 15:21-22. 

Romans 8:3 may not add much, but at least it repeats 
the same idea: God sent his Son to do a certain task. All 
these verses indicate a divine plan to save certain people by 
Jesus Christ. This predestination occurred according to the 
good pleasure of God’s will. The relation of the Father to 
the Son is twice made explicit, though not emphasized, in 
Ephesians 1:4-5. Greater emphasis comes in Ephesians 3:11 
because the verse is shorter than the preceding, with its sev¬ 
eral additional phrases omitted. Because of these omissions 
the idea of the eternal purpose which the Father accomplished 
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in Christ Jesus our Lord receives the exclusive emphasis. 
2 Timothy 1:9 clearly indicates that the elect received grace 
by Christ before the world began. Obviously Christ agreed 
to carry out this plan in time. Lest the list be thought too 
long, be it noted that 1 Peter 1:2 also indicates a concerted 
plan in which the three persons of the Trinity all have a 
part. 

As a concluding Scriptural emphasis, another pertinent 
verse is 

Hebrews 10:7: Behold, I have come ... to do your 

will, O God. 

This verse clearly requires an agreement by the Son to 
fulfill what the Father willed him to do. Does not this justify 
a theologian’s acceptance of the concept of a covenant of 
redemption? 

The main terms of the covenant are set forth in the 
several passages quoted. Some specifications and devel¬ 
opments can be more appropriately discussed under later 
subheads, but the chief idea is that the Son consented to 
.atone for the sins of those people whom the Father had given 
to him. The method of this development is of course the 
full doctrine: his incarnation, his deat h, hi s ^satisfaction of 
divi ne justice, and-if one wish-his resurrection with its 
''Consequences. Since all these things lead into or are a part 
of the covenant of grace, it is well to note that for Christ 
himself the covenant of redemption was not a covenant of 
grace. The two covenants, admittedly both parts of a uni¬ 
tary eternal decree, are essentially distinct because for Christ 
the covenant of redemption was a covenant of works. It 
was necessary for him to live a sinless life, in full obedi¬ 
ence to the law, and then to bear the penalty due to the sin¬ 
ners he came to save. Christ earned salvation. 
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For sermonic material many verses invite some refer¬ 
ence to this covenant. Hebrews 10:5 indicates that the Fa¬ 
ther prepared a suitable body for the Son’s incarnation. Isaiah 
42:1 -7 recounts certain promises the Father made to the Son. 
Acts 2:27 quotes the promise of Psalm 16:10 as the context 
describes its fulfillment. 

It is clear, therefore, that the covenant of redemption is 
not an invention of imaginative theologians; nor is it an ob¬ 
scure implication buried in a few brief phrases; on the con¬ 
trary, all these verses teach (1) that the Son came to Earth on 
the authority of the Father who sent him; (2) that the Father 
had given him a definite number of people to save; and (3) 
several other things that will be pertinent later. But the first 
two points, which could be deduced from the doctrine of om¬ 
niscience plus the historical events, are clearly made explicit. 
And this is equivalent to the assertion that an agreement or 
covenant between the Father and the Son existed from all 
eternity. 

4, The Covenant of Grace 

Although the word covenant has been constantly used 
in the preceding discussion, it may be wise, before the de¬ 
tails of the covenant of grace are taken up, to say a little 
more about the idea or definition of a covenant. This is par¬ 
ticularly appropriate because the Presbyterian and Reformed 
denominations have historically taught “covenant theology.” 
That is to say, these churches have viewed the Scripture as a 
developing revelation-developing from a less detailed to a 
more detailed form-of a single plan of salvation. This single 
theme, the Bible calls a covenant; and by this covenant be¬ 
tween God and his people, the latter are prepared for and are 
brought to its complete fruition in Heaven. 

The preceding section assumed that a covenant was an 
agreement between two or more persons. Although this is 
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the standard Calvinistic definition, sometimes it is said to be 
incorrect. It does indeed run the risk of producing a misunder¬ 
standing. In these days agreements or contracts are usually 
drawn up by two or more fairly equal parties. At least, even 
the weakest party might force acceptance of one or two 
subordinate clauses. In the covenant of grace, however, sin¬ 
ful man has no say as to what the terms of the covenant shall 
be. Therefore the transaction might be called an imposition, 
a promise, a command, but hardly a contract. While such a 
misunderstanding is possible, yet it is not an objection to 
defining covenant as an agreement. The most frequently re¬ 
peated covenant in the Old Testament was the marriage cov¬ 
enant. Yet in those times the wife was not the equal of the 
husband, nor for that matter did the groom have full liberty 
in setting the terms of the agreement. Neither does a Chris¬ 
tian couple today have the authority to formulate the main 
terms. The idea of agreement therefore requires neither that 
the parties be equal, nor that the parties themselves deter¬ 
mine the conditions. Yet when they accept the conditions, 
an agreement exists. 

The terms of the covenant of grace are indeed dictated 
by God. No man can change them. The covenant is wholly 
divine in its origin and specifications. In fact, so true is this 
that God says, “I will establish my covenant with you.” He 
does not ask, Shall we formulate a covenant? Noah agreed, 
and the account of Noah’s relation to God will serve as a 
good example. 

Without denying the idea of agreement, it is worthwhile 
to emphasize the divine initiative. Not just once, but at least 
four times in the account of Noah, God says, “I establish my 
covenant with you.” In addition to these four assertions, God 
also said, “I set my rainbow in the cloud,” and “I will re¬ 
member my covenant.” The rainbow is not so much to re¬ 
mind Noah of God’s covenant, as to remind God himself: 
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“the rainbow shall be seen in the cloud and I will remem¬ 
ber. ... I will look on it to remember the everlasting cov¬ 
enant” (Genesis 9:8-17). 

The terms of the covenant with Noah have to do with the 
divine promise not to destroy the Earth by flood again. The 
text does not explicitly mention salvation from sin. Yet, since 
the flood came because of the great sinfulness of the race, 
and since Noah was saved from the immediate punishmert 
of this sin, the whole may be taken as a type or anticipation 
of a still greater salvation. Therefore the covenant with Noah 
may properly be viewed as an early form of the covenant of 
grace. God explained the covenant in fuller detail to Abraham, 
and these details Moses, by inspiration, recorded. 

In Abraham’s case the divine initiative is even clearer 
than it was with Noah, if that were possible. Genesis 15:18 
says, “On the same day the Lord made a covenant with 
Abram.” Note: It does not say that the Lord and Abram made 
a covenant between themselves, but “the Lord made a cov¬ 
enant with Abram.” Not only are there explicit assertions in 
Genesis 15:18 and 17:2, 7, plus other verses in the latter chap¬ 
ter, but there is also in the previous chapter the awesome 
horror of great darkness in which Abram was a totally pas¬ 
sive recipient of prophecy. Moses also in Exodus 24:8 ex¬ 
presses the divine initiative; David also, in 2 Samuel 23:5. 
Then Isaiah 55:3 reads, “I will make an everlasting covenant 
with you-the sure mercies of David.” Compare Jeremiah 
31:31-33. The definition of a covenant as an agreement is 
intended to cover both God’s covenants, the marriage cov¬ 
enant, and other contracts. If, however, the word agreement 
obscures the idea that God sovereignly imposes the terms, 
then perhaps it may be thought wise to drop the word agree¬ 
ment and use some other word. Yet, this would be unfortu¬ 
nate, for Abraham surely agreed to the terms. 

The terms of the covenant of grace are no more than 
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slightly hinted at in Genesis 3:15. A bit more explicit is 
God’s revelation to Abraham in Genesis 12, where God prom¬ 
ises to bless Abraham and in him all the families of the Earth, 
though he will curse those who curse Abraham. Greater de¬ 
tail comes in the horror of great darkness in Genesis 15; and 
other details, including circumcision as a sign of the cov¬ 
enant, in Genesis 17. The extent of the covenant is not merely 
limited to the descendants of Abraham, but “in Isaac your 
seed shall be called.” It is not necessary, however, to trace 
the historical development of the revelation through the Old 
Testament; for as the whole is the doctrine of the Atonement, 
its details will be covered in the systematic exposition. 

A few paragraphs above there was a reference to the 
“covenant theology” of the Presbyterian and Reformed 
churches. Though the aim here is to show that this theology 
is Biblical, as are the doctrines of the Trinity and the two 
natures of Christ, yet in the history of Christendom none of 
these three doctrines was well understood for centuries after 
the apostles. Perhaps the credit of having discovered this 
doctrine may be assigned to Zwingli. Calvin mentions the 
doctrine, but his emphasis is on other matters. Ursinus in 
Germany, and a bit later Ussher in Ireland, developed the 
idea. The Westminster Assembly gave it confessional sta¬ 
tus. In Holland, Cocceius popularized it-though he unfortu¬ 
nately added a few fanciful details. The Anabaptists denied 
the covenant of grace, as did some Baptists before John Gill; 
and naturally the Arminians, Wesleyans, and Methodists 
found no place for it. Its frequent mention in the Scripture, 
however, makes such denials or neglect a strange phenom¬ 
enon among those who profess to accept the Bible. 

More recently, the opposite extreme of multiplying cove¬ 
nants or dispensations has given rise to Dispe nsationalism. 
The Scofield Bible enumerates seven dispensations. It de- 
fines dispensation in the subhead to Genesis 1:28: “A dis- 
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pensation is a period of time during which man is tested in 
respect of obedience to some specific revelation of the will 
of God.” In itself this definition is not particularly bad. Old 
Testament history describes several occasions when God 
tested man by some specific revelation. This was true not 
only of Noah, Abraham, and Moses, but also of many oth¬ 
ers. There are several cases in Judges, such as the testing of 
Gideon by reducing his army as described in the seventh chap¬ 
ter. Then there is the case of Saul and Agag (1 Samuel 15:3, 
8, 14): Saul failed the test; Gideon passed the test. Then too 
there is the case of David’s numbering the people (2 Samuel 
24:1, 10, 12). 

These, however, are not what Scofield means by dis¬ 
pensations, even though they are cases of God’s testing men 
by a special revelation. Scofield enumerates seven dispen¬ 
sations. Even this, though somewhat fanciful, is nothing to 
cause great alarm. The description of the first dispensation 
in the footnote to Genesis 1:28 is quite good. The really 
serious error, thea ctually fa tal error, of Dispensationalism is 
the construing of these dispensations so as to provide^ since 
the faTT, t wo ( ormor e) separate and distinct plans of salva- 
tion. Lewis Sperry Chafer wrote, “There are two widely dif¬ 
ferent, standardized, divine provisions, whereby man, who 
is utterly fallen may come into the favor of God” (Biblio- 
thecaSacnfi~Vo\fy5, 1936, 4H)). On 1 Johri~3:7, “he who 
practices righteousness is righteous,” the Scofield B ible’sijiotg-. 
is in part, “The_righ teous man under law became righte ous 
b y doing righteously; under grace he does righteously^ be - 
ca use he has been made righteous.’’ Thus instead of a cov¬ 
enant of grace, extending from Adam, through Abraham, into 
Galatians, and on to the culmination, Dispensationalism has 
two methods of salvation. 

For example, Scofield’s footnote to Romans 7:6 speaks 
of “two methodsyif divingjdeal jng^ one through th e law, the 
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other through the Holy Spirit.” Now, Paul before his conver¬ 
sion may have had a wrong conception of the Mosaic law, 
but this does not mean that in reality the Holy Spirit was 
inoperative in the Old Testament. Similarly the footnote to 
John 1:17, “Grace ... is constantly set in contrast to law, 
under which God demands righteousness from man.” But God 
still demands righteousness from man, though this righteous¬ 
ness is a gift from God. The righteousness by which an Old 
Testament saint was saved was also a divine gift. Therefore 
Scofield is quite wrong in the following footnote, which says, 
“As a dispensation grace begins with the death and resurrec¬ 
tion of Christ. . . . The point of testing is no longer legal obe¬ 
dience as the condition of salvation.” But the dispensation 
of grace did not begin with the crucifixion. God began dis¬ 
pensing grace to Adam. Furthermore, legal obedience was 
not the condition of salvation in the Mosaic “dispensation.” 
The condition was faith in a future sacrifice. 

This radical deviation from the doctrine that salvation 
in all ages can be found in Christ alone results in another 
amazing distortion of the Old Testament. In his note on Mat¬ 
thew 4:17, Scofield says-and to ensure against the charge of 
misrepresentation by omission the note will be reproduced 
in its entirety: 

“At hand” is never a positive affirmation that the person 
or thing said to be “at hand” will immediately appear, but only 
that no known or predicted event must intervene. When Christ 
appeared to the Jewish people, the next thing, in the order of 
revelation as it then stood, should have been the setting up of 
the Davidic kingdom. In the knowledge of God, not yet dis¬ 
closed, lay the rejection of the kingdom (and King), the long 
period of the mystery-form of the kingdom, the world-wide 
preaching of the cross, and the out-calling of the Church. But 
this was as yet locked up in the secret counsels of God (Mt. 
13.11, 17; Eph. 3.3-10). 
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This footnote should be carefully examined to see how 
fa tally heretical it is. Whether “at hand” actually means what 
Scotield says is unimportant. What is important is that 
Scofield takes it to mean that “no known or predicted event 
must intervene” before what is “at hand.” Hence when Jesus 
says that the Kingdom is at hand, Scofield concludes that the 
Old Testament has no prediction of anything that occurs be¬ 
tween the moment of Jesus’ preaching and his second ad¬ 
vent to institute the millennium. This means that the Old 
Testament contains no prophecy concerning the Atonement. 
Incredible as this is for an interpretation of the Old Testa¬ 
ment, Scofield puts this quite explicitly: “When Christ ap¬ 
peared to the Jewish people, the next thing in the order of 
revelation as it then stood [i.e., in the Old Testament proph¬ 
ecies] should have been the setting up of the Davidic King¬ 
dom. In the knowledge of God, not yet disclosed [i.e., not 
prophesied in the Old Testament] lay the rejection of the king¬ 
dom (and King) [Scofield’s parenthesis includes the cruci¬ 
fixion and resurrection], . . . This was as yet locked up in the 
secret counsels of God.” This is an explicit denial that there 
is any prophecy in the Old Testament relating to the cruci¬ 
fixion. “The world-wide preaching of the cross” including 
the events of Pentecost, which Peter said was the fulfillment 
of a prophecy by Joel, was all locked up in God’s secret coun¬ 
sel. Incredible! 

Though it may not be spelled out so explicitly, the foot¬ 
note to Matthew 5:2 in effect says that sinners during the 
millennium will be saved-not by the blood, merits, and grace 
of Christ-but by their obedience to the beatitudes, which are 
“pure law.” 

But this contradicts the universal proposition of Acts 
4:12: “Nor is there salvation in any other, for there is no 
other name under Heaven given among men by which we 
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must be saved.” 

The Scripture, quite the reverse of Dispensationalism, 
asserts that there is just one way of salvation. True enough, 
the divine plan in all its completeness, as Paul said in 
Ephesians 3:5, “in other ages was not made known to the 
sons of men, as it has now been revealed by the Spirit to his 
holy apostles and prophets”; but Paul’s fuller doctrinal ex¬ 
planation is precisely the same covenant that was less fully 
revealed in Genesis 3:15: “I will put enmity between you 
and the woman, and between your seed and her Seed; he 
shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel.” 

Though this is the fatal error that removes Dispensational¬ 
ism from the sphere of evangelical Christianity, there are also 
some minor infelicities, which, though overshadowed, need not 
be overlooked. 

When it comes to Noah, the Scofield Bible professes to 
see only a covenant of civil government. Supposedly this 
divine test of man is limited to civil government. If it has 
any bearing on salvation, it would seem that Heaven is to be 
achieved through governmental agencies. If it has no bear¬ 
ing on eternal life, the theory faces two difficulties. The first 
and more important point is that the whole transaction must 
envisage salvation from sin. This background is the wick¬ 
edness of the human race as described in Genesis 6. God 
decided to destroy mankind because of its sins, 

Genesis 6:8: But Noah found grace in the eyes 

of the Lord. 

Here then is the covenant of grace. Noah was not to be 
punished and destroyed with the others because 


Genesis 6:18: 


I will establish my covenant with 
you. 
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Naturally the immediate deliverance is from the flood; 
but as the flood was the punishment for sin, it is hard to ex¬ 
clude an anticipation of a final and complete deliverance. 
Explicitly in the following chapter, it says 

Genesis 7:1: I have seen that you are righteous 

before me. 

The underlying motif therefore is sin and salvation, not 
merely a flood and escape from drowning. But if this be the 
case, one cannot suppose that Noah achieved Heaven on the 
ground that he instituted civil government. 

In the second place, it is hard to find any reference to 
civil government at all. Chapter nine does indeed mention 
capital punishment; but this can be inflicted, and was inflicted, 
by the family of the murdered man. This supposition is 
strengthened by the word “brother” in Genesis 9:5. Civil 
government simply does not appear. Instead, if anyone 
wishes to exclude salvation from sin, the passage becomes 
simply a covenant or promise not to cause another world¬ 
wide flood. But though this is the immediate concern, such 
an interpretation discounts the cause and purpose of the flood. 

It is on the Abrahamic covenant that Dispensationalism 
most obviously founders. A supposed antithesis between the 
Abrahamic covenant and the Mosaic dispensation, plus the 
antithesis and mutual incompatibility between both and the 
New Testament covenant of grace, is a contradiction of both 
Testaments. Even in the so-called Mosaic dispensation, Deu¬ 
teronomy 1:8 and 4:31 briefly and partially, yet unmistak¬ 
ably, appeal to the covenant with Abraham. In an earlier 
passage, Moses prays for forgiveness on the basis of the 
promise to Abraham (Exodus 32:13). More clearly, Leviticus 
26:42 specifies the Abrahamic covenant as the basis for God’s 
dealing with the Israelites after the Exodus. The unity of the 
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covenant and its application during the time of David is ex¬ 
pressed in 

Psalm 105:8-10: He has remembered his covenant for¬ 

ever, the word which he commanded 
for a thousand generations, the cov¬ 
enant which he made with Abraham, 
and his oath to Isaac, and confirmed 
it to Jacob for a statute, to Israel for 
an everlasting covenant. 

Note that it is an everlasting covenant, one that did not cease 
at the Exodus. But, of course, the clearest and most impor¬ 
tant passage is 

Galatians 3:6-9,17: ... as Abraham “believed God, and 

it was accounted to him for righ¬ 
teousness.” Therefore know that 
those who are of faith are those who 
are Sons of Abraham. And the Scrip¬ 
ture, foreseeing that God would jus¬ 
tify the nations by faith, preached 
beforehand the Gospel to Abraham, 
saying, “In you shall all nations be 
blessed.” So then those who are of 
faith are blessed with believing 
Abraham. . . . And this I say, that 
the law which was four hundred and 
thirty years later, cannot annul the 
covenant that was confirmed before 
by God in Christ, that it should make 
the promise of no effect. 

The first few verses of this quotation show that the elect 
in New Testament times are saved on the basis of the 
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Abrahamic covenant and are counted as children of the pa¬ 
triarch. Further, these verses state that God’s declaration to 
Abraham was in essence the very Gospel that Paul preached. 
Not only so, but at the time of Abraham, God explained to 
him that the covenant included the Gentiles. In the next place, 
Paul expressly affirms that the Mosaic “dispensation” could 
not disannul the Abrahamic covenant that four hundred and 
thirty years earlier had been confirmed in Christ. In Christ, 
no less. The Mosaic ritual, Paul explains, was a temporary 
arrangement necessary because of the sins of the Israelites. 
It was to cease when the Messiah should come. Even during 
the Mosaic administration, the Abrahamic covenant was not 
disannulled, set aside, invalidated, or made of no effect. The 
Abrahamic covenant was operative all through the alleged 
dispensation of law. No one was ever saved by keeping the 
law. No one ever kept the law. Salvation, now, then, and 
always has been by grace through faith alone. Hence, from 
the fall of Adam there has been one, just one, continuing 
covenant of grace. 

This unmasks another subsidiary, though important, in¬ 
stance in Scofield’s footnote to Matthew 16:18: . . Israel 

was a true ‘church,’ but not in any sense the N.T. church-the 
only point of similarity being that both were ‘called out’ [ek- 
klesia] and by the same God. All else is contrast.” 

But not all else is contrast. Israel and the New Testa¬ 
ment Gentiles were not only as a matter of fact called out by 
the same God, they were called out to the same salvation 
from sin. This salvation in both cases depended on faith in 
the same promises. To say otherwise, as Scofield does, is to 
imply that either David or Cornelius failed to arrive in 
Heaven. 

Louis Berkhof (Systematic Theology, Eerdmans, 1939, 
[1968], 279), just before disposing of the dispensationalists 
in four lines, contrasts the Reformed doctrine with some ear- 
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Her views. He writes, 

It [the covenant of grace] is essentially the same in all 
dispensations, though its form of administration changes. This 
is contradicted by all those who claim that Old Testament saints 
were saved in another manner than New Testament believers, 
as for instance, Pelagians and Socinians, who hold that God 
gave additional help in the example and teachings of Christ; the 
Roman Catholics, who maintain that the Old Testament saints 
were in the Limbus Patrum until Christ’s descent into hades; 
the followers of Coccejus, who assert that Old Testament be¬ 
lievers enjoyed only a paresis (a passing over) and no aphesis 
(full forgiveness of sins). 

As hinted at a few paragraphs back, there are many fac¬ 
ets of the doctrine of the covenant of grace that could be 
included here: the parties to the covenant; its nature, terms, 
and conditions; its aims and benefits; its administration both 
with the individual and in the corporate activity of the church. 
But these topics can be more logically put later. 

5. The Incarnation 

By the term incarnation, a word of Latin derivation that 
could be crudely expressed as enfleshment, Christianity as¬ 
sumes that there was a person who existed before he was 
born. His birth, or conception, was the occasion of his ap¬ 
pearing in flesh. 

John 8:58; Before Abraham was, I am. 

Apart from the more profound significance of the words 
“I am,” Jesus says at least that his existence did not com¬ 
mence in Bethlehem, but that it antedates Abraham. Hence 
the birth of Jesus was the birth of a preexistent person. That 
Jesus was preexistent does not of itself prove that he was 
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God. Arius held that Jesus was a created angel, created be¬ 
fore Abraham lived, but nonetheless a creature and not God. 
It is useless therefore to cite verses that say nothing more 
than that Jesus existed before his birth. If Jesus was God, if 
the doctrine of the Trinity is true, preexistence cannot be 
denied. 

Hence the importance of the last verse quoted does not 
lie in the words “Before Abraham was,” but in the more pro¬ 
found concept of eternity embedded in the “I am” that re¬ 
calls the words in Exodus. Thus the doctrine of the Incarna¬ 
tion overlaps the doctrine of the Deity of Christ and depends 
on the doctrine of the Trinity. Some Scripture references are 
now added. 

Matthew' 16:16,17: And Simon Peter answered and 

said, “You are the Christ, the Son 
of the living God.” Jesus answered 
and said to him, “Blessed are you, 
Simon Bar-Jona, for flesh and blood 
has not revealed this to you, but my 
Father who is in Heaven.” 

Note here not only that Peter asserts Christ’s deity; and 
not only that Jesus accepts Peter’s confession and indeed calls 
it a direct revelation from the Father; but note also that Mat¬ 
thew as the author records the event, and this recording is 
inspired-the words God breathed out onto the manuscript. 

There is another form of phraseology that supports 
Jesus’ preexistence and deity. Matthew 22:44, with its par¬ 
allels, and Acts 2:34-35 quote 

Psalm 110:1: The LORD said to my Lord, “Sit at 

my right hand, till I make your en¬ 
emies your footstool.” 
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Many other verses refer to Jesus as Lord. They are too 
numerous to list and too well known, but two will be given 
nonetheless. 

Romans 10:9: If you confess with your mouth that 

Jesus is the Lord. . . . 

2 Corinthians 13:14: The grace of the Lord Jesus 

Christ. . . . 

About two centuries before the birth of Jesus, the rab¬ 
bis in Alexandria-where the large Jewish population had 
largely forgotten Hebrew-translated the Old Testament into 
Greek. This translation, called the Septuagint, uses the Greek 
word Kurios for the Hebrew JHVH. The New Testament, 
which frequently uses the Septuagint translation, applies this 
Greek title to Jesus: the Lord Jesus. Thus the authors of the 
New Testament books identify Jesus as Jehovah. 

For example Matthew 3:3 quotes Isaiah 40:3, “the way 
of [Jehovah]” (compare Mark 1:3, Luke 3:4, and John 1:23). 
1 Corinthians 1:31 quotes Jeremiah 9:24, “Let him who glo¬ 
ries . . . glory . . . that I am [Jehovah].” Isaiah 8:13, “Sanc¬ 
tify Jehovah” is repeated in 1 Peter 3:15 as “Sanctify Christ 
as Lord” (Revised Version). 

Since these verses help to establish the doctrine of the 
Trinity, and thus emphasize the deity of Christ, the preexis¬ 
tence of the person born to Mary is also sufficiently estab¬ 
lished. More particularly with reference to the event of in¬ 
carnation, Louis Berkhof-perhaps bearing in mind the East¬ 
ern phrase, “God became man so that man might b ecogie 
God/’ (Systematic Theology, 4th ed., 333)-writes, “It was 
notice triune God but the second person of the Trinity that 
assumed human nature. For that reason it is better to say 
that the Word became flesh than that God became man. At 
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the same time we should remember that each of the divine 
persons was active in the incarnation.” 

Berkhof then refers to, 

Matthew 1:20: Do not be afraid to take to you Mary 

your wife, for that which is con¬ 
ceived in her is of the Holy Spirit. 
[Compare Luke 1:35.] 

Romans 8:3: . . . God did by sending his own 

Son. . . . 

Philippians 2:7: . . . but made himself of no reputa¬ 

tion. . . . 

These three verses show the cooperation of the Sp irit, 
the Father, and the Son in th e Incarn atlonTTfeexistence does 
notlmpTy"deity, butdeity implies preexistence. 

Then Berkhof continues with the important remark, 
“This also means that the incarnation was not something that 
merely happened to the Logos, but was an active accomplish¬ 
ment on his part.” 

If miracles-especially the miracle of the Virgin Birth- 
disturbed the Modernists of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, Soren Kierkegaard, whose influence ap¬ 
peared in the United States only after Modernism began to 
wane, made more serious objections to the Incarnation it¬ 
self. For him eternity is so antithetical to time that there is 
no possibility of the eternal becoming temporal. Later neo¬ 
orthodox theologians tried to preserve some contact between 
eternity and time by picturing eternity as a vertical line de¬ 
scending and cutting the horizontal time line at a point. Thus 
the eternal cuts time at a point. Since the intersection of two 
lines is a point and has neither length, breadth, nor thick¬ 
ness, the contact between eternity and time has no temporal 
extension. Thus by a geometrical analogy (surely inappro- 
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priate to the material it claims to illustrate) the events of Jesus’ 
ministry, three years in length, are reduced to triviality. 

Before Barth’s and Brunner’s line that comes down 
senkrecht von oben, Kierkegaard himself wrote, “That God 
has existed in human form, has been born, grown up, and so 
forth is surely the paradox sensu strictissimo, the absolute 
paradox’’ (Concluding Unscientific Postscript, 194). 

Kierkegaard does not use the term paradox in its ordi¬ 
nary English sense. In English a paradox is a charleyhorse 
between the ears that can be eliminated by rational massage. 
But Kierkegaard makes it clear that if a paradox, in his sense, 
can be explained, it is not a paradox. A paradox is an absur¬ 
dity to the understanding. He makes his irrationalism per¬ 
fectly clear. He teaches that if God is not absurd, then we 
must accept pantheism rather than Christianity. Christian faith 
must be absurd. The paradox is folly to the understanding. 
Such phrases and the whole tenor of his thought state his 
main contention that faith is contrary to reason. Logic is to 
be abandoned. The law of excluded middle and the law of 
contradiction are denied in the paradox of faith (compare 
Concluding Unscientific Postscript, 189, 513). There can 
be no Trinity if God is rational. The Christian God must be 
absurd. 

It is not easy to say how much attention a book on Chris¬ 
tian doctrine should pay to these anti-Christian authors. Since 
they operate on pagan assumptions, it is not surprising that 
their inferences result in unbiblical conclusions. Even if their 
implications are valid-as they may often be-they cannot con¬ 
vince a Christian, for the Christian does not grant the pre¬ 
mises. Even so, there is some utility in studying Kierkegaard 
and Barth. Because dialectical theology has been widely in¬ 
fluential since World War II, the Christian should understand 
what it is that causes aberrations among some Christians and 
results in once-Christian seminaries with itching ears depart- 
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ing the faith. But besides this reason for knowing a little about 
neo-orthodoxy, there is another and more fundamental rea¬ 
son. The aim of the orthodox theologian is, of course, to sys¬ 
tematize what the Bible teaches. In doing so, however, there 
is always the possibility that we may make a mistake; and it 
is equally possible that our worst enemies will point it out. 
Therefore we have some responsibility to show that their ob¬ 
jections apply neither to the Scriptures nor even to our sys¬ 
tematization. 

In this case, it is not very difficult to dispose of Kierke¬ 
gaard’s objections. They do not apply to the Scriptural doc¬ 
trine of the Incarnation. Kierkegaard thinks they do only be¬ 
cause he does not understand the doctrine and misstates it in 
order to refute it. Of course it is impossible and absurd that 
the eternal be temporal. By mere tautology, that which has 
no succession in time cannot simpliciter be that which has 
succession in time. But the Biblical doctrine asserts no such 
nonsense. Therefore Kierkegaard is wide of the mark. 

The point in question is the impassibility of the divine 
nature. People today usu ally think that God h as emotions. 
Thi s vitiates all Christia nity. It also indicates the low level 
to which jersonal Christianity has fallen sinc e the eigh¬ 
teenth, not to mention the seventeenth, century. To indi¬ 
cate what the earlier, better-educated Christians thought, I 
quote Augustus Toplady, the Anglican divine who wrote 
Rock of Ages and more than a hundred other hymns: “God 
is not irascibl e and appeasable, liable to emotions oTjoy 
and sorrow; or in any respect passive"™ Also, "when love is 
predicated of God, we do not mean that he is possessed of 
it as a passion or affection” (Complete Works, 1896, 106, 
107, 687). 

Again Louis Berkhof is true to Scripture when he writes, 
“The divine nature did not undergo any essential change in 
the incarnation. This also means that it remained impassible, 
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that is, incapable of suffering and death.”* In other words, 
the Christian position does not assert that a divine person 
became a human person. Even this is not tautologically ab¬ 
surd, for, although God cannot commit suicide, if a divine 
person became a human person he would not be both at the 
same time as Kierkegaard’s absurdity requires. Much less 
does the Christian position assert this absurdity. Christ-as 
the Scripture references will soon show-was a divine per¬ 
son, the eternal Jehovah, the Wisdom, Power, and Logos of 
God; and, while remaining what he was, associated with him¬ 
self or assumed to himself a complete human nature. Since 
this material appears most clearly in Jesus’ life and ministry, 
the many details and the conclusions from them-by which 
Kierkegaard’s misinterpretations are unmasked-will be post¬ 
poned to the proper subsection. 

There is, however, a thought that Kierkegaard’s Para¬ 
dox may suggest to a Bible student. Of course a Bible stu¬ 
dent might and even ought to think of it on his own, for even 
a minimum of consideration should give anyone some in¬ 
kling of how stupendous the idea of the Incarnation is. Con¬ 
sider, consider: The Sovereign Eternal God, self-existent and 
self-sufficient, invisible, who dwells in light unapproachable 
and alone has immortality, the Almighty God, whose great¬ 
ness is unsearchable, the blessed and only Potentate, beside 
whom there is no other, the first and the last, Alpha and 
Omega, the Omnipotent Creator, the only wise God, clothed 
with majesty and with honor and with light as with a gar¬ 
ment, who has stretched out the heavens like a curtain, who 
sets his glory above the heavens, whose hand laid the founda¬ 
tion of the Earth: Heaven is his throne and Earth his foot- 

* Among true Christians today-I do not speak of the apostate denomina- 
tions-there is a distressingly widespread ignorance of what God is. Of them 
it can be truly said that they have created God in their own image. In tech¬ 
nical terms their religion is anthropocentric, not theocentric. 
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stool; the King eternal, the King of Kings and Lord of Lords, 
the King of glory-When I consider your heavens, the work 
of your fingers, the moon and stars which you have ordained, 
what is man that you are mindful of him and the son of man 
that you visit him? Consider; Why should the Most High 
make himself of no reputation, take on himself the form of a 
servant, and be made in the likeness of men? Why? 

Stupendous as all this is, there is an answer to the ques¬ 
tion. And it is not paradoxical absurdity. 


6. The Virgin Birth 

The New Testament explicitly asserts the “biological 
miracle” of the virgin birth. 


Matthew 1:16, 
18, 20, 23: 


Luke 1:34, 35: 


. . . Joseph the husband of Mary, of 
whom was born Jesus. . . . After his 
mother Mary was betrothed to Joseph, 
before they came together, she was 
found with child of the Holy Spirit. . . . 
an angel of the Lord appeared to him in 
a dream, saying, “Joseph, son of David, 
do not be afraid to take to you Mary 
your wife, for that which is conceived 
in her is of the Holy Spirit.” . . . Be¬ 
hold a virgin shall be with child. 

Then Mary said to the angel, “How can 
this be, since I do not know a man?” 
And the angel answered and said to her, 
“The Holy Spirit will come upon you, 
and the power of the Highest will over¬ 
shadow you; therefore, also, that Holy 
One who is to be born will be called 
the Son of God.” 
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Concerning these verses it may be noted that the rela¬ 
tive of whom is feminine singular, and neither masculine nor 
plural. Matthew quotes the Old Testament prophecy about a 
virgin. Unbe lieving scholars have tried to deny that the He¬ 
brew word almah can mean virgin. Here two points may be 
notecl: (1) There is no passage in the Old Testament where 
almah cannot mean virgin, though in one case the status of 
the girl is not made explicit; (2) Matthew translates almah as 
parthenos, and Matthew knew enough of both languages to 
translate it correctly. Parthenos must mean virgin. Then more 
conclusively, the Septuagint, translated by Alexandrian Jews 
more than a century before Christ, uses parthenos for almah 
in the passage Matthew quotes. Without crediting the accu¬ 
sation that Matthew distorted the Old Testament in order to 
favor Christianity, a Christian can reply that the Alexandrian 
Jews had no such prejudice. Nor can they be charged with an 
ignorance of Hebrew and Greek. Similarly in Genesis 24:43, 
the Septuagint translators used parthenos for almah; and 
surely Rebekah was a virgin. This argument is in no way 
weakened by the fact that the Septuagint also uses other words 
to translate almah. 

One further point about Matthew and the d estructive 
critics . It is the remarkable case of the Revised Standard 
Version. The New Testament was published separately a year 
or so before the Old Testament was completed. On its first 
page there is nothing suspicious. But when the entire Bible 
was published, and the first page of Matthew was not likely 
to be the first page a reader would look at, there appeared a 
footnote that had not been put in the New Testament edition. 
It stated: “Other ancient authorities read, Joseph to whom 
was betrothed the virgin Mary was the father of Jesus who is 
called Christ.” It is amazing that unbelieving scholars should 
resort to such deceptive tactics. No Greek manuscript has 
such a reading. Tf versions-i.e., translations-are authorities, 



The Virgin Birth 


37 


there seems to be only one that makes Joseph the father of 
Jesus. And if there is only one, why did the Revised Stan¬ 
dard Version say authorities in the plural? After believers 
protested that the note was a falsehood, the editors of the 
Revised Standard Version deleted the note from their later 
editions. 

The passage quoted from Luke is even clearer than that 
in Matthew, if that were possible. On e critic simply deleted 
L uke 1:35 from his trans lation. It is hard to account for such 
animosity. During the first third of this century, candidates 
for ordination would sometimes express doubts about the 
virgin birth or deny outright such a “biological miracle.” 
There is no Biblical reason for this opposition, nor is there 
any textual or exegetical reason. On philosophic grounds 
there is no more reason to reject the virgin birth than the 
resurrection or any other miracle. If God is omnipotent, he 
can work miracles; if Scripture is God’s revelation, he has 
worked miracles; and if critics reject supernaturalism, there 
is no use arguing with them about a single miracle. The real 
difficulty is their rejection of Christianity as a whole. 

Aside from unbelieving enemies, friends within the 
Christian fold might ask, Why should there be a virgin birth 
anyhow? Why could not the Logos in his human nature have 
had two human parents? Would that not have made him more 
truly human? In answer to this question two reasons can be 
given, and there may be others. 

The first answer is that this was not the birth of a new 
person. Other births are births of new persons. No one who 
reads these words existed in 1850. Ordinary births require 
two parents, but the birth of a preexisting person is not ordi¬ 
nary. This consideration may not demonstrate the necessity 
of a virgin birth, but it sounds like a very good reason for 
expecting something unusual. 

The second reason also may not be demonstrative, yet 
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there could be something to it. All ordinary babies suffer from 
tot al depravity because the g uil t of Adam’s sin is immedia tely 
imputed to them. Christ was sinless; he was not depraved. 
Therefore the guilt of Adam’s sin was not imputed to him at 
the time of hisTmthTSince theTepresentative sin was the sin 
of a man, andnoToTarwoman, it might have been more con¬ 
gruent for a sinless mediator to have a mother, but no father. 
This might not be the or even an explanation; but in a per¬ 
fectly concatenated system there must be some relationship- 
and even a close relationship-between the sinlessness of Christ 
and the nonimputation of Adam’s sin. At any rate, the New 
Testament teaches that Jesus was born of the virgin Mary. 

In connection with the virgin birth-and even more so 
with the preceding section on the Incarnation, and also in 
anticipation of later implications-we may note that various 
theologians have asked whether these two related events were 
necessary. This question does not ask whether, under present 
actual conditions, it is necessary for us to believe in Christ’s 
birth and death. The question is whether, before decreeing 
the actual plan of salvation, God could have chosen a differ¬ 
ent plan in which there would have been no Incarnation? 
Some theologians framed it this way: Is the idea of Incarna¬ 
tion involved simply in the idea of redemption, or was it an¬ 
tecedently involved in the idea of creation? Or it could be 
phrased: Would the Second Person of the Trinity have be¬ 
come incarnate even if man had not sinned? Some theolo¬ 
gians argued that the Incarnation of a divine person is so 
stupendous that it must have been included in the very idea 
of any creation whatever. This reason, however, is transpar¬ 
ently fallacious. Even if the work of Christ is more exten¬ 
sive than making atonement, it is by no means clear that he 
would have had to become incarnate in order to do it. 

This problem is more complex than it seems at first, 
and we shall dig into it later. For the moment, however, let 
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us remember that the Son of Man came, not to be ministered 
unto, but to give his life a ransom for many. He was named 
Jesus, for he was to save his people from their sins; and as 
the children are partakers of flesh and blood, he also took 
part of the same, for otherwise he could not have died. More 
of this later; much more. 

7. The Human Nature of Christ 

Although the word incarnation means coming into flesh, 
this etymological sense is far from exhausting the doctrine. 
It is true that the preexisting eternal Jehovah became flesh, 
or took a human body to himself, but apart from further New 
Testament instruction one could suppose, as some early Chris¬ 
tians actually did, that the Logos simply took the place of a 
human soul in a human body. Or, again, since the idea of 
incarnation is so astounding and since it boggles the imagi¬ 
nation to think of the eternal Jehovah’s humiliating himself 
by becoming a man, one could suppose that the human body 
of Jesus was a phantom-a sort of ghost, a theophany, visible 
but unreal. On this particular point the account of the virgin 
birth is pertinent. The Old Testament theophanies were not 
bom, virgin or otherwise. The subject of Christ’s person and 
natures is a large one; the views held in early times were 
various and the debates were vigorous and even furious. The 
Patripassians or Sabellians, to quote Tertullian, “drove out 
the Paraclete and crucified the Father.” In othe r words, G od 
is one Person, not a Trinity of Persons; this o ne Person ap- 
pearsjn thr ee mod es; therefore the Person who suffered on 
the cross w as the Father in t he guise of a Son. Apollinaris 
(A.177360) taught that th t Logos in the visible Jesus took the 
place of the human soul as it is in ordinary man. Jesus was 
th erefore true G od, but notjxue man. The Nestori'ans (A.D. 
430ff.7"assertecTboth the-deitv-amLlh e humani ty of Christ, 
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but claimed that he was two persons. Eutyches (c. A.D. 450) 
believed that the divine nature combined with a human na¬ 
ture so that the resulting combination was neither true God 
nor true man. The unity of the person, however, was strongly 
asserted. 

In A.D. 451 the Council of Chalcedon met and adopted 
the creed about to be quoted. Authoritatively settling some 
of these problems, though leaving some others in a state of 
ambiguity-or at least a nonexplicit status-the Council set 
forth the doctrine that Christ is one Person with two natures: 

Following the holy fathers we teach with one voice that 
the Son and our Lord Jesus Christ is to be confessed as one and 
the same, that he is perfect in Godhead and perfect in manhood, 
very God and very man, of a reasonable soul and body, consub- 
stantial with the Father as touching his Godhead, and consub- 
stantial with us as touching his manhood; made in all things 
like unto us, sin only excepted; begotten of his Father before all 
worlds according to his Godhead, but in these last days for us 
men and for our salvation born of the virgin Mary, the mother 
of God according to his manhood. This one and the same Jesus 
Christ, the only-begotten Son, must be confessed to be in two 
natures, unconfusedly, immutably, indivisibly, inseparably, and 
that without the distinction of natures being taken away by such 
union, but rather the peculiar property of each nature being pre¬ 
served and being united in one Person and Hypostasis, not sepa¬ 
rated or divided into two persons, but one and the same Son and 
Only Begotten, God the Word, our Lord Jesus Christ, as the 
prophets of old time have spoken of concerning him, and as the 
Lord Jesus Christ hath taught us, and as the Creed of the fathers 
hath delivered to us. 

The wording of this creed was very carefully chosen, and 
its implications cannot be seen without some study. Since 
that date the main body of professing Christians have mainly 
accepted Chalcedon. Though the present treatise is not particu- 
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larly interested in history as such, we may insert the note 
that during the Reformation the Anabaptists seem to have 
taught that Christ brought his human nature with him at his 
incarnation and did not receive it through Mary. This is a 
rather queer idea in any case; besides which it interferes with 
his role as mediator. 

The following verses are basic for an understanding of 
Christ’s human nature. 


Matthew 4:2: 
Matthew 26:38: 

Mark 13:32: 

Luke 2:52: 

John 4:6: 

John 8:40: 


John 11:35: 
Acts 2:22: 


And when he had fasted forty days and 
forty nights, afterward he was hungry. 
Then he said to them, “My soul is ex¬ 
ceedingly sorrowful, even to death. 
Stay here, and watch with me.” 

But of that day and hour no one 
knows, neither the angels in heaven, 
nor the Son, but only the Father. 

And Jesus increased in wisdom and 
stature, and in favor with God and 
men. 

Now Jacob’s well was there. Jesus 
therefore, being wearied from his jour¬ 
ney, sat thus by the well. 

But now you seek to kill me, a man 
who has told you the truth which I 
heard from God. Abraham did not do 
this. 

Jesus wept. 

Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus 
of Nazareth, a man attested by God to 
you by miracles, wonders and signs, 
which God did through him in your 
midst, as you yourselves also know. 
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Hebrews 2:14: Inasmuch then as the children 

have partaken of flesh and blood, 
he himself likewise shared in the 
same, that through death he might 
destroy him who had the power 
of death, that is, the devil. 

2 John 7: For many deceivers have gone 

out into the world who do not 
confess Jesus Christ as coming in 
the flesh. This is a deceiver and 
an antichrist. 

That there was a visible body with flesh and bones, a 
body that ate and drank, and walked here and there, hardly 
needs further mention. The New Testament provides no ba¬ 
sis at all for supposing that Christ’s body was any less real 
than the bodies of Joseph, Mary, Peter, and Paul. 

Note that the words just used are “any less real than the 
bodies of Joseph, Mary, Peter, and Paul.” This phraseology 
bypasses the question as to whether or not Jesus had a “ma¬ 
terial” body. Some theologians, orthodox enough, insist on 
a “material” body. Now, it happens that many of these theo¬ 
logians complain against authors who introduce Platonic ter¬ 
minology into Christian doctrine. Yet these same theolo¬ 
gians use and stress Aristotelian concepts, and surely Aristotle 
was less religious than Plato. The concept of matter, as 
Aristotle noted, had anticipations in early Greek philosophy; 
but it can hardly be denied that Aristotle was the first to for¬ 
mulate a definite concept. Even Democritus did not do so, 
though he could properly be called a materialist. The ques¬ 
tion here is why various theologians should so strongly in¬ 
sist on the concept of one pagan philosopher while as strongly 
objecting to that of another. This question has become more 
pertinent in the twentieth century when science has largely, 
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in fact entirely, banished the concept of matter and replaced 
it with that of energy’. I surmise that most college textbooks 
on Physics, published since 1925, hardly ever use the term 
matter. Now, then, rather than engaging in a debate between 
Newton and Einstein, it seems better to say that whatever 
body fundamentally is, Jesus had a body of the same compo¬ 
sition as those of Mary and Peter. 

What needs more emphasis is that Jesus had a human 
soul, and that the logos was not its substitute. In other words, 
Christ was a man; he was not simplistically “God in a body” 
as a contemporary evangelist told his television audience. 
In modern times, forces within the western religious com¬ 
munity have attacked the deity of Christ; and of course Is¬ 
lam and other eastern religions have always done so. But it 
is equally destructive of Christianity to deny Jesus’ human¬ 
ity. Such a denial makes Christ’s mediatorial activity impos¬ 
sible and vitiates the doctrine of the Atonement. Hence one 
must pay attention to the Scriptural basis for asserting that 
Christ was a man, that is, in ordinary language, that he had a 
human soul. 

Now, the verses quoted, in addition to showing that he 
walked here and there, also predicate of him psychological 
activities that are not possible of God. He got hungry, he got 
tired, he slept. But “he who keeps Israel shall neither slum¬ 
ber nor sleep”; “the Creator of the ends of the Earth neither 
faints nor is weary.” Jesus also experienced grief and sor¬ 
row. He called himself a man, and Peter called him a man. 
Deceivers and the antichrist deny that he came in the flesh; 
but since God’s children are sharers in flesh and blood, he 
also himself in like manner partook of the same. 

Luke 2 and Mark 13 assert his humanity in most ex¬ 
traordinary terms. As a boy, Jesus grew in wisdom as well as 
in stature (neither of which Jehovah could do); and he even 
grew in favor with God as well as with men. In his adult life, 
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during his ministry, he was ignorant of the date of his second 
advent. Presumably he was ignorant of other things as well, 
but the Logos' is omniscient. The Scripture therefore attributes 
to Christ human psychological characteristics that cannot 
possibly be predicates of God. 

But with all these finite creaturely characteristics so defi¬ 
nitely asserted, it does not follow that the Messiah’s essen¬ 
tial deity was in any way impaired. In its insistence on Christ’s 
human nature, the Bible does not teach what has come to be 
called the theory of kenosis. This name is taken from 

Philippians 2:5b-8: Christ Jesus, who, existing in the 

form of God, counted not the be¬ 
ing on an equality with God a thing 
to be grasped [at], but emptied 
himself [King James Version: 
made himself of no reputation] . . . 
(Revised Version) 

The verb kenoo, or the noun kenosis, expresses the idea 
of vain or empty. The noun does not occur in the New Testa¬ 
ment; the verb occurs five times: Romans 4:14 speaks of 
making faith void; 1 Corinthians 1:17 speaks of making the 
cross of Christ of no effect; in 1 Corinthians 9:15 Paul refers 
to something that would make his glorying void; in 2 Corin¬ 
thians 9:3 it is boasting that should be vain; and Philippians 
2:7 is the fifth instance. It would seem strange to translate 
this verse as, “Christ made himself of no effect.” He surely 
did not. There is nothing wrong with saying, “Christ emp¬ 
tied himself,” though it might be better to retain “made him¬ 
self of no reputation”; and so far as translation goes, one could, 
with a minimum of stretching it, say “humbled himself.” 

All these translations need interpretation. The theory 
of kenosis suffers from a certain degree of vagueness and 
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from its modification in several authors. Henry Ward Beecher 
and others taught that the Logos so depotentiated himself of 
all his divine attributes that he completely ceased from his 
cosmic functions during the years of his earthly life. This 
view denies that the Logos took the place of the human soul 
and makes Christ, at least in his activity, entirely human. A 
variation of this holds that the Logos took the place of the 
human soul as it is in ordinary men, but that no divine pre¬ 
rogatives were exercised. Martensen is even more confused. 
Walter R. Martin wrote a small book for popular consump¬ 
tion, 'Essential Christianity (Zondervan, 1962, 28-29), in 
which he says, “Christ did not exercise at least three prime 
attributes of Deity while on earth prior to his resurrection. 
These were Omniscience, Omnipotence, and Omnipresence.” 
Henry C. Thiessen in his Systematic Theology describes the 
kenosis theory as holding that “Christ emptied himself of his 
relative attributes-his omnipotence, omniscience, and omni¬ 
presence-while retaining his immanent attributes-his holi¬ 
ness, love, and truth.” Then further down the page Thiessen 
continues, “Instead of the above mentioned theory, the Scrip¬ 
tures teach, when taken as a whole, that Christ merely sur¬ 
rendered the independent exercise of his relative attributes. 
He did not surrender the immanent attributes in any sense. . . . 
Thus he was omniscient as the Father granted him the exer¬ 
cise of these attributes.” 

This last view evinces considerable confusion. In the 
first place, Thiessen (Theology Proper, III, “The Nature of 
God”), along with the kenotists, uses the distinction between 
substance and attribute: “By an attribute, in distinction from 
the substance of God, we mean ‘any necessary predicate that 
can be applied to this essence. . . .’ (Smith, System of Chris¬ 
tian Theology, p. 12).” If, however, the distinction between 
substance and attribute be rejected as an Aristotelian impo¬ 
sition, the kenotists and Thiessen also are both left with no 
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foundation for their views. 

In the second place, and a little more immediately per¬ 
tinent to the “emptying” of Christ, the distinction between 
“relative” and “immanent” attributes is of little value. The 
Trinity, Christ included, was omniscient not only before his 
incarnation, but also in eternity apart from the created world. 
Omniscience therefore is not a mere relationship to creation. 
In fact, if the incarnate Christ retained his “immanent” at¬ 
tribute of truth, how could he fail to be omniscient? Simi¬ 
larly with omnipotence. God did not suddenly become po¬ 
tent or omnipotent upon creating the universe. Had God not 
created anything, he still would have been omnipotent. In 
the third place, the phrase “Christ merely surrendered the 
independent exercise of his relative attributes”-even with the 
addition of “he was omniscient as the Father granted him the 
exercise of these attributes”-is confusing. Even in eternity 
Christ’s omniscience was not independent of the Father’s 
omniscience. None of the Persons of the Trinity was ever 
independent. They are one God. 

In the fourth place, the humiliation described in Philippi- 
ans 2:7 is easily understood through the doctrine of the two 
natures of Christ. His human nature was never omniscient 
nor omnipotent. An omniscient, eternal nature just is not a 
human nature. And the divine Logos took to himself a hu¬ 
man nature. But this second Person of the Trinity never ceased 
being the second Person. His Person, he himself, remained 
God. As God, or in his divine nature, he continued to “have” 
or exercise all the attributes he ever had. Consider these 
verses: 


All things have been delivered to 
me by my Father, and no one knows 
the Son except the Father. Nor does 
anyone know the Father except the 


Matthew 11:27: 
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Matthew 18:20: 

John 5:17: 

John 8:58: 

John 10:30,38: 

1 Corinthians 1:24: 

Ephesians 3:11: 

Colossians 2:2-3: 


Colossians 2:9: 
Hebrews 1:8-12: 


Son, and he to whom the Son wills 
to reveal him. 

For where two or three are gathered 
together in my name, I am there in 
the midst of them. 

But Jesus answered them, “My Fa¬ 
ther has been working until now, 
and I have been working. 

Jesus said to them, “Most assuredly 
I say to you, before Abraham was, 
I AM.” 

I and my Father are one . . . but if I 
do, though you do not believe me, 
believe the works that you may 
know and believe that the Father is 
in me, and 1 in him. 

But to those who are called, both 
Jews and Greeks, Christ the power 
of God and the wisdom of God. 
According to the eternal purpose 
which he accomplished in Christ 
Jesus our Lord. 

That their hearts may be encourag¬ 
ed, being knit together in love, and 
attaining to all riches of the full as¬ 
surance of understanding, to the 
knowledge of the mystery of God, 
both of the Father and of Christ, in 
whom are hidden all the treasures 
of wisdom and knowledge. 

For in him dwells all the fullness of 
the Godhead bodily. 

But to the Son he says, “Your 
throne, O God, is forever and ever; 
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a scepter of righteousness is the 
scepter of your kingdom. You have 
loved righteousness and hated law¬ 
lessness; therefore God, your God, 
has anointed you with the oil of 
gladness more than your compan¬ 
ions.” And, “You, Lord, in the be¬ 
ginning laid the foundation of the 
earth, and the heavens are the work 
of your hands; They will perish, but 
you remain; and they will all grow 
old like a garment; like a cloak you 
will fold them up, and they will be 
changed. But you are the same, and 
your years will not fail.” 

Hebrews 13:8: Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, 

and today, and forever. 

Matthew 11:27 asserts both omniscience and omnipo¬ 
tence, and especially the predestinating sovereignty of the 
Son in revealing himself to those whom he chooses. The Son’s 
knowledge of the Father is put on a level with the Father’s 
knowledge of the Son. That this equality of knowledge, and 
the predestinating sovereignty in revelation, is operative dur¬ 
ing Jesus’ earthly ministry is clear in the fact that Jesus is 
referring to the successes and the failures of the evangelistic 
campaign of the seventy (compare Luke 10:17-22). 

John 5:17, by itself, would be hardly sufficient to refute 
the theory of kenosis. Any Christian minister can say, God 
works and I work too. But the context makes the working of 
the Father and the working of the Son so coextensive as to 
be inapplicable to any merely human evangelist. John 10:38 
strengthens this disparity. Although there is a sense, a rather 
weak sense, in which God and the minister are one-for the 



The Human Nature of Christ 


49 


sincere minister’s purpose is imperfectly one with God’s-it 
is rather hard for him to say that he is in the Father and the 
Father in him. Yet by itself, this sentence also can be inter¬ 
preted, or misinterpreted, to apply. 

The other verses, beginning with 1 Corinthians 1:24, are 
much more explicit in their denial of kenosis, and with this 
denial the previous verses receive their proper weight. No sin¬ 
cere Christian pastor would claim to be the power of God and 
the wisdom of God. But does this show that the Incarnate Logos 
exercised these powers during Jesus’ earthly ministry? Yes, it 
does; unless one wishes to claim that the Father had no power 
and wisdom for some thirty years. Nor is the reference to 
Christ’s earthly ministry omitted from the context. Verse 18 
mentions the cross, and verse 23 speaks of the crucifixion. 
One cannot maintain that Paul’s identification of Jesus with 
the omnipotence of God is true only after the ascension. 

Ephesians 3:11 might possibly be interpreted to mean 
that the plan of the ages was made in the Logos from eter¬ 
nity, but that the Logos lost the plan during his incarnation. 
This is not only a queer interpretation, but is also made less 
acceptable by the name of Jesus included in the sentence. 
Colossians 2:2-3 is similar to 1 Corinthians 1:24. What is 
probably the clearest verse is Colossians 2:9 where the apostle 
asserts that all the fullness of the Godhead dwells in Jesus 
bodily. It would not be all the fullness if even one attribute 
had been laid aside, and the term bodily can apply only to 
the incarnate Jehovah. 

The two verses in Hebrews assert the immutability of 
Jesus Christ yesterday, today during his earthly ministry, and 
forever. 

But there is one other verse that is particularly interest¬ 
ing. John 1:9, along with 1:4, teaches that the epistemologi¬ 
cal abilities of every man who is bom in the world result 
from Christ’s activity. Since men were born and lived dur- 
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ing Christ’s earthly ministry, it follows that the populations 
of China, Africa, and America were being enlightened by 
Christ even between 4 B.C. and A.D. 30. Jesus, during his 
earthly sojourn, never ceased in any of his divine activities. 
But taking upon himself a human nature was a humiliation. 

This discussion of the kenosis theory was introduced 
for the purpose of defending the creed of Chalcedon to the 
effect that the incarnate Person was both God and man. Nei¬ 
ther one without the other. The discussion has defended his 
full deity during the time of his earthly ministry. But to con¬ 
clude the section on his humanity, there is one further and 
one all important facet that demands full attention. 

Christ is proved to be a man, not only because he got tired 
and thirsty, but because he died. God cannot die. In fact it is 
precisely because God cannot die that Jehovah became man. 

8. The Purpose of the Incarnation 

The purpose of the Incarnation therefore is that Jesus 
should die. Even from the standpoint of secular history Jesus 
is famous because he died. He is not famous because he was 
a great moral teacher. Philosophers and teachers may be¬ 
come famous if with intellectual ability they also live long 
enough. Plato wrote and taught for about forty years; Aristotle 
for no fewer. Schopenhauer is second rate because he stopped 
philosophizing after he had written one great book. Can any¬ 
one think of a great philosopher who taught for only three 
years? But however it may be with the secular historians’ 
evaluation of greatness, the Scriptures say that Jesus’ pur¬ 
pose in life was to die. Otherwise there would have been no 
Incarnation at all. 

Mark 10:45: For even the Son of Man did not 

come to be served, but to serve, and 
to give his life a ransom for many. 
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John 12:27: What shall I say? “Father, save me 

from this hour?” But for this pur¬ 
pose I came to this hour. 

Hebrews 2:9,14: But we see Jesus ... for the suffer¬ 

ing of death crowned with glory and 
honor, that he, by the grace of God, 
might taste death for every one. . . . 
Inasmuch then as the children have 
partaken of flesh and blood, he him¬ 
self likewise shared in the same, that 
through death he might destroy . . . 
the devil. 

These four verses state explicitly that Jehovah became in¬ 
carnate in order to die. There are many others that imply 
this, even if the assertion is not explicit. For example, the 
angel told Joseph to name the child Jesus “for he will save 
his people from their sins.” Doubtless Joseph had no idea of 
how Jesus would save his people, but with our post-crucifix¬ 
ion knowledge we can see that this is a statement of purpose 
centering on his death. Similarly Mary could not then under¬ 
stand the meaning of “Yes, a sword will pierce through your 
own soul also,” but she understood later. 

A little more explicit is 

John 18:37: For this cause I was bom, and for this 

cause I have come into the world. 

The immediately following words could be used to iden¬ 
tify Jesus’ purpose as teaching the truth, and the immedi¬ 
ately preceding words as establishing a kingdom. Well, of 
course the Incarnation had a series of purposes. One states 
the literal truth in saying that God became incarnate in order 
to sit by a well in Samaria. But there is no way to eliminate 
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the idea of death from the process in Pilate’s court. Death is 
in verses 31, 32, and 19:6, 7, 10. 

A more pervasive foundation for this theme is found in 

Isaiah 53:7: ... led as a lamb to the slaughter . . . 

compared with the identification of Jesus as that lamb in 

John 1:29: Behold! The Lamb of God who tak¬ 

es away the sin of the world! 

Such passages summarize the significance of the Old 
Testament ritual. The lamb was chosen to die. Christ was the 
lamb chosen before the foundation of the world. Therefore 
he came to die. 

Furthermore, the idea of God’s coming to Earth and 
dying is such an incongruent combination that if God really 
became incarnate and actually died, we are compelled to 
conclude that such a death must have been a major part of 
God’s plan. Surely God was not overwhelmed by Pilate’s 
power: “You could have no power at all against me unless it 
had been given you from above.” Therefore the necessity of 
the Incarnation lay in the death of Christ. Jesus came to die. 

Some theologians-among whom were Rothe, Dorner, 
and Martensen-argued that such a stupendous event as the 
death of God could not be contingent on the accidental and 
arbitrary act of Adam’s sin. If a mediator is necessary under 
actual present conditions, a mediator must have been neces¬ 
sary before the fall. But such an argument is not even plau¬ 
sible. Surely the need of a mediator between a sinner and 
God does not imply such a need between a sinless being and 
God. There is no Scriptural evidence that Jesus is the me¬ 
diator between God and the sinless angels. Second, Adam’s 
sin was not an accident or an arbitrary act. When those theo- 
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logians argue that the stupendous event of the death of God 
must have been part of God’s original plan, they indeed state 
the truth. But this in no way implies that the plan did not 
include Adam’s sin, that this sin was an accident God some¬ 
how could not prevent, or that Christ’s death was not di¬ 
rectly related in the divine plan to the occurrence of sin in 
the human race. Creation is no more a part of the divine plan 
than is sin; and to relate the Incarnation to the former only 
rather than to the latter-or to some other divine necessity, as 
these theologians do-is a construction motivated by a rejec¬ 
tion of the Scriptural doctrine of predestination. 

It is awkward to speak of Adam’s first sin as being “ar¬ 
bitrary” even from Adam’s point of view, let alone from 
God’s. Adam deliberately chose to live with Eve rather than 
to obey God and lose his lovely wife. If this is called arbi¬ 
trary, there remains no difference between an arbitrary and a 
deliberate, purposive act. 

It is hard to know what some theologians mean by arbi¬ 
trary. In the case of human actions, the arbitrary act may be 
an act of free will independent from God; and not only so, 
but also capricious, or unrelated to the agent’s serious and 
constant concerns. In the case of God, since he is perfectly 
rational, none of his acts can be arbitrary. They all fit teleo¬ 
logically into a single universal plan. Later, a section on the 
immediate imputation of Adam’s sin to his natural posterity 
and of Christ’s righteousness to the elect will further con¬ 
sider the question of arbitrary acts, for since God’s will is 
sovereign, all his decrees are arbitrary. 

At any rate, the Scripture is clear. In addition to the 
previous verses, one may use the following for the conclu¬ 
sion that Christ became incarnate in order to die. 

Luke 19: 10: For the Son of man has come to seek 

and to save that which was lost. 
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John 3:16: 


Galatians 4:4-5: 


Philippians 2:8: 


1 John 3:8b: 


For God so loved the world that he 
gave his only begotten Son, that 
whoever believes in him should not 
perish but have everlasting life. 
But when the fullness of the time 
had come, God sent forth his Son, 
born of a woman, born under the 
law, to redeem those who were un¬ 
der the law, that we might receive 
the adoption as sons. 

And being found in appearance as 
a man, he humbled himself and be¬ 
came obedient to the point of death, 
even the death of the cross. 

For this purpose the Son of God was 
manifested, that he might destroy 
the works of the devil. 


9. Active Obedience 

Though the doctrine of active obedience concerns the 
details of Christ’s earthly life, a biographical account-Strauss’s 
Leben Jesu, Renan’s Vie de Jesus, or more orthodox harmo¬ 
nies of the Gospels-is not essential to the present purpose. 
The essential is that in all historical or biographical details, 
Jesus perfectly kept the law of God and was sinless. 

Isaiah 53:7,9: ... led as a lamb to the slaughter 

. . . because he had done no vio¬ 
lence, nor was any deceit in his 
mouth. 

Luke 1:35: therefore, also, the holy One who 

is to be born will be called the Son 
of God. 
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John 8:46: 

2 Corinthians 5:21: 
Hebrews 4:15: 

Hebrews 7:26,27: 


1 Peter 1:19: 


1 Peter 2:22: 
1 John 3:5: 


Which of you convicts me of sin? 
Him who knew no sin . . . 

. . . but was in all points tempted as 
we are, yet without sin. 

. . . holy, harmless, undefiled . . . 
who does not need daily, as those 
high priests, to offer up sacrifices, 
first for his own sins . . . 

. . . with the precious blood of 
Christ, as of a lamb without blem¬ 
ish and without spot 
who committed no sin . . . 
in him there is no sin. 


A few obvious remarks on these verses are sufficient to 
make the point. The Isaiah passage was used a few para¬ 
graphs above to show that Jesus came to die. But the pas¬ 
sage also makes it clear, and 1 Peter 1:19 as well, that the 
lamb was without blemish, and no deceit was found in his 
mouth. Although the angel’s statement in Luke that the baby 
to be bom would be holy is not conclusive, for holy does not 
always mean sinless, the other verses so plainly assert the 
sinlessness of Christ that exegesis and explanation are su¬ 
pererogatory: “without sin,” “who committed no sin,” “in 
him there is no sin.” 

Sin is any transgression of or want of conformity unto 
the law of God. Since, then, Jesus is said to be without sin, 
he must have perfectly obeyed the law. This is called his 
active obedience in distinction from his suffering and death, 
which are his passive obedience, or, simply, his passion. 

At this point the exposition of the doctrine of the Atone¬ 
ment strikes a snag. The first four sections-or at least sec¬ 
tions two, three, and four-had their locus in eternity past; 
then sections five to nine somewhat followed the life of 
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Christ. Nor is the historical account altogether illogical, for 
the life of Christ is the outworking of the Covenants of Grace 
and Redemption. The next historical event is the death of 
Christ. But this presupposes an understanding of sin. Hence 
to preserve a logical sequence, it is necessary to return in 
history to the Covenant of Works. Only afterward does the 
death of Christ make sense. 

10. The Covenant of Works 

God made a covenant of works with Adam. Dispensa- 
tionalists usually date the covenant of works from Moses to 
Christ. The Scriptures describe it as having been made be¬ 
fore the fall. The word covenant does not occur in the earli¬ 
est chapters of Genesis, but it is clear that God set forth cer¬ 
tain conditions that Adam had to fulfill. Unfulfillment meant 
death. One may most plausibly suppose that, if death is the 
penalty for disobedience, the reward of obedience would be 
life. This is really more than a plausible supposition. It seems 
implied by the ejection of Adam from the garden in order 
that he might not eat of the tree of life. The tree of life, 
whose leaves and monthly fruit are good, appears again in 
Revelation 22:2. Then in verse 14 the blessed are given the 
right to the tree of life in the heavenly city. What Adam lost 
is here restored. One may therefore conclude that the cov¬ 
enant of works contained both a penalty and a reward. But 
because of one single sin the Cherubim with their flaming 
sword prevented Adam from entering and eating. Had there 
been no sin, access to the tree would not have been cut off. 
One single act brought the penalty. 

But we proceed too rapidly. The express Scriptural 
basis for asserting that there was such a covenant-and that 
any infringement carried a penalty-must be given, at least in 
part. 
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This is all the more necessary here because the 
Arminians (early Methodists and present-day Nazarenes) re¬ 
ject the penal theory of the Atonement. It is perfectly easy 
to show that Scripture assigns a penalty for a violation of the 
covenant of works, but the ease in finding verses to quote 
does not justify their omission. 

The following are only a few verses that assert that 
sin carries a penalty. 


Genesis 2:17: 


Genesis 4: 1 Off.: 


Genesis 6:7,13: 


Genesis 9:6: 


Genesis 15:12,14: 


Exodus 21:12ff.: 


You shall not eat [of it], for in the 
day that you eat of it you shall 
surely die. 

The voice of your brother’s blood 
cries out to me from the ground. . . . 
And Cain said to the Lord, “My 
punishment is greater than I can 
bear!. . . Anyone who finds me will 
kill me.” . . . And the Lord set a 
mark on Cain. 

So the Lord said, “I will destroy 
man. ... for the Earth is filled with 
violence. ... I will destroy them 
with the Earth. 

Whoever sheds man’s blood, by 
man his blood shall be shed; for in 
the image of God he made man. 
Horror and great darkness fell upon 
him. Then he [God] said to Abram: 
. . . the nation whom they serve, I 
will judge. 

He who strikes a man so that he dies 
shall surely be put to death.. . . And 
he who strikes his father or his 
mother shall surely be put to death. 
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Numbers 16:32,35: 


1 Samuel 2:22ff.: 


He who kidnaps a man ... he who 
curses his father or his mother shall 
surely be put to death . . . eye for 
eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, 
foot for foot. 

And the Earth opened its mouth and 
swallowed them up, with their 
households and all the men with 
Korah, with all their goods.. . . And 
a fire came out from the Lord, and 
consumed the two hundred and fifty 
men who were offering incense. 
Now Eli was very old and he heard 
everything his sons did to all Israel. 

. . . So he said to them, “Why do 
you do such things? For I hear of 
your evil dealings from all the 
people.. . . But if a man sins against 
the Lord, who will intercede for 
him?” Nevertheless, they did not 
heed the voice of their father, be¬ 
cause the Lord desired to kill them. 

. . . Then a man of God came to Eli 
and said to him. . . . “Behold, the 
days are coming that I will cut off 
your arm. . . . And you will see an 
enemy in my habitation. . . . And 
there shall not be an old man in your 
house forever . . . Hophni and 
Phineas: in one day they shall die, 
both of them.” 


In the first of these verses death is established as the 
penalty for sin. Genesis 4 presupposes not only capital pun- 
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ishment for murder, but also that Cain’s brothers knew of 
this penalty and were aware of their right to impose it. How¬ 
ever, for some reason not fully spelled out, God spared Cain. 
After the flood had wiped out the race, the principle of capi¬ 
tal punishment was made explicit to Noah. The revelation to 
Abram included a penalty to be imposed on Egypt. Exodus 
specifies the death penalty for a series of crimes. The pas¬ 
sage in Numbers describes the death of three rebels and two 
hundred and fifty of their followers. Not to lengthen the list 
from Joshua through Judges-nor to continue throughout the 
Old Testament-the prediction of disaster on Eli’s house for¬ 
ever, beginning with the death of his sons, is sufficient as a 
conclusion at this point. Note here that God had ordained 
the sons’ refusal to hearken to their father’s final rebuke be¬ 
cause God intended to kill them. 

These verses, however, do not make it very clear whether 
or not evil men suffer a penalty after death. The sinner is 
executed, but nothing further is said. Although the results of 
sin in a future life are still not clear, these verses show a 
provision for redemption; and perhaps the idea of redemp¬ 
tion, the idea of being cleansed from sin, and therefore of 
standing righteous before God, intimates a future blessed¬ 
ness even if it does not certify a future penalty. Other verses 
say more, and there now follows a condensation of 

Exodus 29:10-37: You shall also have the bull brought 

before the tabernacle of meeting; 
and Aaron and his sons shall put 
their hands on the head of the bull. 
Then you shall kill the bull before 
the Lord. . . . You shall take some 
of the blood of the bull and put it 
on the horns of the altar. ... It is a 
sin offering. You shall also take one 
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ram . . . and you shall kill the ram, 
and you shall take its blood and 
sprinkle it all around the altar . . . 
And you shall offer a bull every day 
as a sin offering for atonement. You 
shall cleanse the altar when you 
make an atonement for it. . . . And 
the altar shall be most holy. What¬ 
ever touches the altar must be holy. 

These verses may be taken as representative of all simi¬ 
lar provisions in the Levitical law. It is not the present pur¬ 
pose to read into them the full New Testament explanation 
of them as anticipatory of Christ and his sacrifice. Rather 
one should first determine their minimal meaning-the mean¬ 
ing that a fairly devout Israelite of that age could be expected 
to discern with a little thoughtfulness. The words, “it is a sin 
offering,” indicate that somehow and to some extent these 
offerings restore the sinner to God’s favor. They remove from 
him the necessity of suffering the penalty himself. Obviously 
they presuppose that sin carries a penalty, and this is the im¬ 
portant point just now. 

The effects in a future life are not too clear. Yet if God 
is the eternal sovereign-the maker of heaven and earth, the 
creator of mankind, the gracious consoler of Eve in giving 
her a son (Seth) to replace Abel and a line through Enos, 
which, contrasted with the Cainites, would fear God and pro¬ 
duce a man Enoch (who so walked with God that God took 
him), if too God in the Levitical Law provides an atonement 
and holiness-if all this is so, could not a fairly devout Israel¬ 
ite of Moses’ day surmise that anyone cleansed by the aton¬ 
ing sacrifice would enjoy God’s favor in a future world? The 
liberal theologians of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
who can find no hint of immortality in the Old Testament, do 
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not qualify as devout Israelites of Moses’ day. 

The New Testament, of course, is more-much more- 
explicit. 

Matthew 3:7: Brood of vipers! Who has warned 

you to flee from the wrath to come? 

Matthew 5:22: But whoever says, “You fool!” shall 

be in danger of Hell fire. 

Matthew 5:29: It is more profitable for you that one 

of your members perish than for 
your whole body to be cast into 
Hell. (See also verse 30.) 

Matthew 8:12: But the children of the kingdom 

shall be cast into outer darkness: 
there shall be weeping and gnash¬ 
ing of teeth. 

Matthew 10:28: But rather fear him who is able to 

destroy both soul and body in Hell. 

Matthew 13:41-42: His angels . . . will cast them into 

the furnace of fire. There will be 
wailing and gnashing of teeth. (See 
also verse 50.) 

Matthew 18:8: It is better for you to enter into life 

lame or maimed, rather than hav¬ 
ing two hands or two feet, to be cast 
into the everlasting fire. (See also 
verse 9.) 

Matthew 25:46: And these will go away into ever¬ 

lasting punishment, but the righ¬ 
teous into eternal life. 

In these verses from Matthew, the advance over the Old 
Testament verses consists in the very clear statement that the 
penalty for sin is everlasting-as everlasting as eternal life— 
and also in the more explicit description of how terrible that 
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punishment shall be. Not to repeat these ideas from Mark 
and Luke, only one verse from John will complete the Gos¬ 
pels, to which one verse from Acts will be added before giv¬ 
ing a list from the remainder of the New Testament. 

John 3:36: He who does not believe the Son 

shall not see life, but the wrath of 
God abides on him. 

Acts 13:46: Since you reject [the word of God] 

and judge yourselves unworthy of 
everlasting life, behold, we turn to 
the Gentiles. 


The first of these two verses speaks of the wrath of God. 
Following verses will add to this idea of wrath. The verse 
from Acts is just one of a great number which, in one way or 
another, imply that there is punishment of sin. Now come 
some of the most important verses from the epistles: 


Romans 1:18: 


Romans 1:32: 


Romans 5:9: 

Romans 6:21: 
Ephesians 5:6: 

Philippians 3:19: 


For the wrath of God is revealed 
from Heaven against all ungodli¬ 
ness and unrighteousness of men. 
Who, knowing the righteous judg¬ 
ment of God, that those who prac¬ 
tice such things are worthy of death, 
not only do the same but also ap¬ 
prove of those who practice them. 
We shall be saved from wrath 
through him. 

For the end of those things is death. 
Because of these things the wrath 
of God comes upon the sons of dis¬ 
obedience. 

. . . whose end is destruction . . . 
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1 Thessalonians 1:10: ... Jesus who delivers us from 

from the wrath to come. 

2 Thessalonians 1:7-9: The Lord Jesus is revealed from 

Heaven with his mighty angels, in 
flaming fire taking vengeance on 
those who do not know God, and 
on those who do not obey not the 
Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
These shall be punished with ev¬ 
erlasting destruction. 

For if God did not spare the an¬ 
gels who sinned, but cast them 
down to Hell ... the Lord knows 
how to deliver the godly out of 
temptations and to reserve the un¬ 
just under punishment for the day 
of judgment. 

. . . reserved for fire until the day 
of judgment and perdition of un¬ 
godly men. 

Revelation 20:15: And anyone not found written in 

the Book of Life was cast into the 
lake of fire. 

The immediate point of all these verses is that God has 
decreed a penalty for sin. Sin is the lack of conformity unto 
or transgression of the law of God. Toward such disobedi¬ 
ence God exhibits his wrath. No understanding of the Atone¬ 
ment is possible without a conception of divine wrath. This 
term occurred in four of the verses just quoted; the term ven¬ 
geance occurred once,punish, judgment, perdition, everlast¬ 
ing destruction, and lake of fire, all are found. These threats 
and warnings are directed against ungodliness (twice), dis¬ 
obedience (twice), the unjust, and those not found in the Book 


2 Peter 2:4,9: 


2 Peter 3:7: 
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of Life. All this constitutes a penal theory of sin and must 
therefore require a penal theory of Atonement. 


11. The Vicarious Sacrifice 

Christ, by dying, suffered a penalty for sin instead of 
our suffering the penalty thaflvas due~us. VerseiTiave al¬ 
ready been quoted to show that God imposes on man a pen¬ 
alty for sin. Dozens of other verses could also be quoted. The 
present section will show that Christ was our substitute. This 
is a most important idea, and although not all pertinent verses 
will be quoted, a list a little longer than usual is justified. 


John 1:29: 

Matthew 20:28: 

1 Corinthians 5:7b: 

2 Corinthians 5:14: 

Galatians 3:13: 

Ephesians 5:2: 

Hebrews 9:28: 


Behold! The Lamb of God who takes 
away the sin of the world! 

Just as the Son of Man did not come 
to be served, but to serve, and to give 
his life a ransom for many. 

For Christ, our Passover, indeed was 
sacrificed for us. 

For the love of Christ constrains us, 
because we judge thus: that if one 
died for all, then all died. 

Christ has redeemed us from the 
curse of the law, having become a 
curse for us (for it is written, “Cursed 
is every one who hangs on a tree.”) 
And walk in love, as Christ also has 
loved us and given himself for us, an 
offering and a sacrifice to God for a 
sweetsmelling aroma. 

So Christ was offered once to bear the 
sins of many. To those who eagerly 
wait for him he will appear a second 
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time, apart from sin, for salvation. 

1 Peter 2:24: Who himself bore our sins in his own 

body on the tree, that we, having died 
to sins, might live for righteousness- 
by whose stripes you were healed. 

1 Peter 3:18: For Christ also suffered once for sins, 

the just for the unjust, that he might 
bring us to God, being put to death 
in the flesh but made alive by the 
Spirit. 

John 1:29 recalls not only Isaiah 53, but also passages 
such as Leviticus 1:4 and 16:21, 22, where the idea of sub¬ 
stitution is unmistakably expressed. The verse from Matthew 
and its parallel in Mark 10:45 put the idea of substitution in 
the preposition anti, instead of. Matthew 2:22 says that 
Archelaus was reigning anti, in the place of, his father Herod. 
Some other verses, e.g., 2 Corinthians 5:14, use the preposi¬ 
tion huper; this is a word of wider meaning and can be trans¬ 
lated as in behalf without necessarily requiring substitution. 
For example, suppose a pastor is sick or on vacation. A visi¬ 
tor takes his place. This visiting minister preaches for the 
absent pastor and he also preaches for the congregation. But 
the preposition for has two different meanings in these two 
expressions. The visitor preaches instead of the pastor; he 
preaches on behalf of or for the good of the congregation. 
The Greek huper is similar to the English for. When the lib¬ 
erals used to claim that huper could not possibly mean in¬ 
stead of, they were wrong. More recent studies of papyri show 
that huper was used by a stenographer or professional scribe 
who wrote for and instead of his employer. Hence the wider 
huper in 2 Corinthians 5:14 does not weaken the unambigu¬ 
ous anti in Matthew 20:28. In 1 Corinthians 5:7 the preposi¬ 
tion is again huper, but the important point is that Christ’s 
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death is said to be our Passover sacrifice. This makes Christ’s 
death as substitutionary as any of the Old Testament lambs. 
Since too the Old Testament lambs had to be without spot or 
blemish, so too Christ had to be sinless by virtue of his active 
obedience. Substitution and sinlessness have a direct bearing 
also on expiation of sin and propitiation of God, for the doc¬ 
trine of the Atonement is a closely knit complex of ideas. 

One of these ideas, in Mark 10:45 with its preposition 
anti, is that of a ransom. It is worthy of a paragraph or two- 
to put it mildly. Single verses often have a bearing on sev¬ 
eral topics. The verse in Mark, and likewise in Matthew 20:28, 
as if it were necessary to defend its genuineness against de¬ 
structive critics, can be used to show the purpose of the In¬ 
carnation (discussed and quoted here in section eight). 
Christ’s death was not an unforeseen accident that obstructed 
his plan: It was a part, a major part, of that plan. But in addi¬ 
tion to this, the verse clarifies the method of the plan. It was 
the payment of a ransom. As part of the plan, the death must 
be viewed as a voluntary transaction, not as an involuntary 
martyrdom. This idea is again plainly stated in Christ’s bold 
reply to Pilate, “You could have no power at all against me 
unless it had been given you from above.” 

But let us center on the idea of a ransom. Ordinarily a 
ransom is a sum of money paid to a slave-holder or to a mili¬ 
tary authority for the liberation of a slave or hostage. The 
subject is redeemed. The Old Testament has several refer¬ 
ences to such a redemption (Exodus 21:30; Leviticus 19:20 
and 25:51; Isaiah 45:13). But no ransom was applicable to 
the liberation of a murderer (Numbers 35:31,32). In addi¬ 
tion to such civil circumstances, the Old Testament speaks 
of r ansoms paid to God th rough his priestly representatives 
(Numbers 3:49 and 18:15; Psalms 107:2; et al.). These pa 
mentsjiy erted the divine displeas ure. In some of these cases 
the person himself paid the ransom; in other cases another 
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paid; and in Christ’s case he paid the ransom instead (anti) 
of our paying it. 

Although the civil ransoms and even the religious ran¬ 
soms in the Old Testament were payments of money, the ran¬ 
som paid for our redemption from the penalties of sin was 
nothing less than Christ’s death on the cross. He came “to 
give his life a ransom for many.” 

This material, discussed by virtually every theologian, is 
so familiar that it can be included here only under the excuse 
of relative completeness. The interweaving of elements of the 
Atonement is found in most of the references. Not to exegete 
every one quoted just above, we may note that substitution 
and the idea of penalty are clear in Galatians 3:13. Christ 
became a curse for us and so redeemed us from the curse or 
penalty of the law, the penalty that otherwise we should have 
to bear ourselves; and finally it may be sufficient to point out 
the pointed language of the two verses from 1 Peter. Christ 
bore our sins in his own body . . . the just for the unjust. 

The volumes on Systematic Theology usually explain 
and refute other views of the Atonement. The debate has 
slackened today, if I am not mistaken, because those who 
reject it no longer attempt to claim that their substitutes are 
Scriptural. They openly deny inerrancy so that it makes no 
difference to them what the Bible says. However, a Christian 
has a better understanding and a better preparation for pub¬ 
lishing the glad tidings if he has some knowledge of the ear¬ 
lier controversies. The following will be only a reminder, 
hardly a summary, and certainly not a history of the doctrine. 

One, perhaps the most obvious, objection to a vicarious 
atonement is the principle that the punishment of a crime 
must be imposed on the criminal and cannot be justly im¬ 
posed on any substitute. Berkhof gives a miserable answer 
to this objection. He states, what is true enough, that in ordi¬ 
nary life “the innocent often suffer as a result of the trans- 
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gression of others” (378). Of course! If someone robs you, 
you suffer as a result of his crime. But you do not suffer as a 
penalty for his crime. No one would argue that you should 
be put into jail because you are the victim of a burglary.* 
Berkhof further adds, “One who hires another to commit a 
crime is held responsible.” But did Christ hire us to commit 
a crime for him? Were we his agents in sin? Nonsense. But 
even Hodge uses this argument: “Where is the propriety of 
saying that the innocent cannot justly suffer for the guilty, 
when we see that they actually do thus suffer continually, 
and everywhere since the world began?” (Charles Hodge, 
Systematic Theology, Vol. II, 530). But we do not see that 
they suffer justly. We see only that they suffer, and we regu¬ 
larly regard them as having suffered unjustly. A much better 
answer-and a satisfactory one, in my opinion-combines the 
idea of federal headship and the sovereignty of God, which 
two will be discussed in sections 15 and 18 below. 

The Socinians, a sixteenth-century group whom we would 
call Unitarians today, denied that Christ’s death was a ran¬ 
som. The term ransom, like the parables, is figurative and 
designates at most a single point of similarity. Both in reli¬ 
gion and after a war prisoners are released, but nothing is 
implied as to the method or considerations for a release. In the 
case of Christ’s death, the effect is to inspire us to live a more 
self-sacrificing life. On this basis, or on no basis at all, God 
in his goodness can forgive us. This view, however, stumbles 
over its own feet because the only point of similarity in the 
verse is the idea of ransom. The term ransom does not in 
strictness mean deliverance. It designates the methodoi deliv¬ 
erance. If anything in the passage is literal, it is ransom itself. 

So much for the verse itself, but the verse is embedded 
in a more extensive scriptural background. This background 

* Some left-wingers might so argue, for they hold society responsible, while 
the criminal is supposed to be merely sick. 
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includes, includes very definitely, the doctrine of the Trinity. 
If Christ were a mere man, and not God, his death might 
very well be nothing more than an edifying example. This is 
of course what the Socinians believed. They were Unitar¬ 
ians. But if Scripture teaches the deity of Christ, it must also 
teach that his death was no simple example. Hence a scrip¬ 
tural defense of the Trinity is also a scriptural defense of a 
substitutionary sacrifice. They go together, and the Socinians 
deny both. On this point the Socinians cannot be charged 
with inconsistency; they can be charged with a rejection of 
Scripture. Let this suffice as an example of objections that 
have been raised against the scriptural doctrine. 

12. Expiation 

Although lengthy exegesis of the verses just above is 
not necessary in order to establish the idea of substitution, 
substitution is not the whole story. For one thing, not all 
substitutionary sacrifices are penalties. When a pinch hitter, 
substituting for a less dependable player, makes a sacrifice 
bunt, he is not discharging any penalty previously imposed 
on the regular batter. In a mine disaster where the condi¬ 
tions are such that only one of the two men can get out alive, 
a single man might sacrifice his life for a father with several 
children. It is substitution, but not penalty. Chri st’s death, 
however, was a penalty 

In the previous list of verses, Galatians 3:13 contained 
the idea of penalty. The curse of the law is the death penalty 
the law inflicts. Christ b ecame that penalty, or took that curse, 
for us. Hebrews 9:28,"enforced bv all the other Old Testa- 
ment references, pictures Christ as offered up to God in sac¬ 
rifice bearing the sins of many. This epistle was written pri¬ 
marily to Jews. Not only chapter nine, but much else in the 
other chapters, reminded the Jews of the Old Testament sac- 
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rifices and penalties for sin: Surely he has borne our griefs; 
he was wounded for our transgressions; and the chastisement 
or penalty of our salvation was upon him, for with his stripes 
we are healed. 

Expiation means the canceling of sin, p urging it ou t, 
washing it a way, c overing it up^(thpueh not in the contem- 
porarypejorative sense)' It fikommomo speak of expiating 
a crime by paying the penalty. - TEetnglish word expiate 
apparently does not occur in the King James Version, but the 
Bible is full of expressions describing the purging away of 
sins. These are expiated, not by serving a term in jail, but by 
the shed blood of Christ. First, some verses describe the Old 
Testament anticipations; second, the New Testament asserts 
the reality anticipated. 

Leviticus 1:4: And he shall put his hand on the head 

of the burnt offering, and it will be ac¬ 
cepted on his behalf to make atonement 
for him. 

Leviticus 4:3,4: If the anointed priest sins, bringing 

guilt on the people, then let him offer 
to the Lord for his sin which he has 
sinned a young bull without blemish 
as a sin offering. He shall bring the bull 
to the door of the tabernacle of meet¬ 
ing before the Lord, lay his hand on 
the bull’s head, and kill the bull before 
the Lord. (Compare the remainder of 
the chapter, and also chapter 16.) 

Leviticus 17:11: For the life of the flesh is in the blood, 

and I have given it to you upon the al¬ 
tar to make atonement for your souls; 
for it is the blood that makes atonement 
for the soul. 
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John 1:29: 


Romans 5:9: 


Hebrews 1:3: 


Hebrews 9:26: 


1 John 1:7: 


Revelation 

7:14-15: 


The next day John saw Jesus com¬ 
ing toward him, and said, 
“BeholdIThe Lamb of God who 
takes away the sin of the world!” 
Much more then, now having been 
justified by his blood, we shall be 
saved from wrath through him. 

Who being the brightness of his 
glory, and the express image of his 
person, and upholding all things by 
the word of his power, when he had 
by himself purged our sins, sat down 
at the right hand of the Majesty on 
high. 

He then would have had to suffer 
often since the foundation of the 
world; but now, once at the end of 
the ages, he has appeared to put 
away sin by the sacrifice of himself 
(compare 10:4-14). 

But if we walk in the light as he is 
in the light, we have fellowship with 
one another, and the blood of Jesus 
Christ his Son cleanses us from all 
sin. 

And I said to him, “Sir, you know.” 
So he said to me, “These are the ones 
who come out of the great tribulation, 
and washed their robes and made 
them white in the blood of the Lamb. 
Therefore they are before the throne 
of God, and serve him day and night 
in his temple. And he who sits on the 
throne will dwell among them. 
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The idea that somehow or other man’s sin is expiated is 
so clearly stated in these verses that there is hardly a possi¬ 
bility that other language can state it more clearly; and not 
merely “somehow or other,” but in one definite way; for, to 
use one example, Hebrews 1:3 says that Christ purged our 
sins. It was his work, not ours. But though the basic idea is 
so clear, a point or two can be noted that may have escaped 
the careless reader. Expiation is not a moral improvement of 
the sinner. When in human affairs a man expiates his sin by 
a term in jail, this does not necessarily, nor even usually, 
make him a better man. What his incarceration does is to 
free him from any further penalty. Similarly, when Christ 
paid our penalty, we are freed from any further penalty. If 
guilt means liability to punishment, expiation removes that 
liability. P aying the penalty may or mav not induce moral 
imp rovement; it d np<; not remove defilement or dep ravity; it 
c ancels the guilt-that is all. 

Though expiation is such a simple idea that it requires 
little explanation, it is one of the most important in preach¬ 
ing the Gospel to unsaved sinners. They need to know that 
their sins can be forgiven, washed away, no longer imputed 
to them. Hence a few more words on the subject may give it 
a needed emphasis. 

To put it in proper pulpit style, the text might be, “Jesus 
took bread, and having given thanks and blessed it, he broke 
it. . . . after supper he took the cup . . . and said, Drink ye all 
of it . . . this cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is 
shed for many for the remission of sins.” These words, with 
slight variation, occur in Matthew 26:26; Mark 14:22; and 
Luke 22:19. 

Here Christ called his blood a covenant, thus bringing 
into focus all the Old Testament had taught about the cov¬ 
enant. It is difficult to stick very closely to the subject, for 
all Scripture is interwoven, and one passage needs explana- 
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tion from another. Not only may one refer to the Old Testa¬ 
ment here, one may also refer to all that the epistle to the 
Hebrews says about the covenant. Without disparaging 
Christ’s teaching ministry, this institution of the Lord’s Sup¬ 
per indicates that for all ages to come his death will be com¬ 
memorated. There was something in his death that his teach¬ 
ing could not do. That something was the remission of sins. 

Once more, the blood shed for the remission of sins takes 
us back to the Old Testament sacrifices.* Moses instructed 
the Israelites to kill a lamb and to sacrifice it. It was a sacri : 
ficej nadc Jji_God. Possibly many of those ancient Jews did 
not understand that their sacrifice prefigured a later and more 
perfect sacrifice. Possibly, and as time went on probably, the 
more devout worshippers surmised that their current sacri¬ 
fices foreshadowed a greater one. In any case, t he sacrifi ce 
br ought the forgiven ess of sins. With this background, Jesus 
told his disciples that his shed blood would purge away their 
sins. His death is the causg^mixeipjssioB-isJ^effect. 

T his rules out any(moral influence theory )of atone¬ 
me nt. Moral influence is not aionerffjfittfftinT case^ Moral 
i nfluence m ay indeed in some cases result in one’s improv¬ 
ing his own life. Young men are often so inspired by the 
conduct of some hero that they wa nt to em ulate him in sci¬ 
ence, in scholarship, in politics, or even in baseball. Possi¬ 
bly Renan and Bushnell were stimulated to imitate Jesus’ 
example of gentleness and love. But Christ’s death is first 
of all directed toward the cancellation of one’s past l ife, 
and onlyafferward to the improvement of one’s future ^Tay s. 

Moral influence 

__ to the doctrine of j 

the Atonement. The next point is perlTaps the most fmpor- 

* Compare Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, Vol. II, 501-508. 


Its purpose was the forgiveness of sin: 
forgjvei^HptKingr " 

Of course expiation is not all there 
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tant part of this central doctrine of the Bible. 

13. Propitiation 

This most important element in the doctrine of the 
Atonement is withouTdoubt the element which heretics the 
m ost vigorously hat e^H.B. Smith (System of Christian The¬ 
ology 437, note) makes a pertinent introductory observa¬ 
tion: 


A writer who became prominent as a controversialist on 
this subject, wrote, some years ago, “Every tyro in theology 
knows or ought to know that at onement means nothing mor e 
than atonement, th at is, the reconc iliation of opposing parti es.” 
But none but a tyro in theology knows that this is its only sense. 
Even admitting the correctness of the etymology , it must be said 
that this way of reducing the large import of language to the 
smallest possible dimensions, by means of etymology alone, 
and of deciding theological controversies by an appeal to the 
primitive sense of words before they had gained their full sig¬ 
nification is one unworthy of the scholar and theologian. All 
the etymology in the world woul d never be sufficient to sho w 
t hat atonement means only reconciliation-for the v ery plain rea¬ 
son that for/ hundred s of years it has borne in the^ Eaelish lan- 
guagelin aadfriorrat'sense, that is, it includes a designation of 
the mode in which the reconciliation was affected . . . the doc¬ 
trine of expiation, atonement, or satisfaction, made by Christ in 
his blood. 

Not only has the English word atonement designated a 
mode in which reconciliation has been effected, but the de¬ 
sire to understand that mode has motivated intelligent Chris¬ 
tians from the days of the apostles to the present. One of the 
first attempts, however seriously put forward, seems strangely 
perverse now. Starting from the undeniable fact that sin 
brought the human race under the power of Satan, and look- 
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ing at the verse which says Christ’s death is a ransom, many 
early theologians-noLincluding Athanasius-held that Christ’s 
death was thpt ransom paid to the devi l. Such was the view 
of Irenaeus, Origen, Gregory of Nyssa; but Gregory of 
Nazianzus calls it blasphemy, and Hilary even states that 
Christ’s death was a penal satisfaction offered to Go d. Yet 
Ambrose, a few years later, continued the idea of a ranso m 
to the devil. This probably explains why Augustine made 
some use of this early doctrine. At any rate, it was a widely 
received view. But though Augustine says a few things that 
sound like the early doctrine, his remarks are more vague, 
and other ideas on the atonement supervene. 

Anselm (1109), who, though still possessed by the super¬ 
stitions about penance from early times, with great original¬ 
ity began to grasp the concept of satisfaction and explicitly 
reject ed satisfaction of the devi(. Abelard (JT42) sharpened 
these arguments: (1) Christ redeeme4-enlyme elect, and these 
were never in the devil’s power; (2) if the devil seduced man, 
this gives him no right over man, but makes him deserving 
of punishment; and (3) the devil could not give man the 
immortality he promised, and so again could have no rights 
over him. “By these reasons,” says Abelard, “it seems con¬ 
vincingly proved that the devil had ... no rights against man 
. . . except perhaps [by] ... the permission of the Lord who 
had given man over to him as jailer or torturer for punish¬ 
ment” (Migne, II, col. 834). 

These ideas were hard for men of those times to assimi¬ 
late. Bernard of Clairvaux (1153), a muddle-headed mystic, 
reverted to the earlier view. In opposition to Abelard he as¬ 
serted that redemption by a ransom paid to the devil is a doc¬ 
trine which all doctors since the apostles agree upon. Let 
Abelard know that the devil not only had a power, but a just 
power over men. Man was justly held captive by him (and 
God was under obligation to pay off the devil). 
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The history is interesting; and unless it had thus oc¬ 
curred, we today might have been as puzzled as, perhaps not 
Bernard, but Augustine. The aim now is to show t hat Chri st’s 
deat h was a sacrifice to satisfy the justice of G od. Inother 
words, Ch rist’s death was a propitiatory sacrific e. The word 
itself-(propitiation^is not of frequent occurrence, but it oc¬ 
curs amJxatmqt1)e disregarded. 

. . . whom God set forth to be ajqro- 
pitiation by his blood, through 
Taith, to demonstrate his righteous¬ 
ness, because in his forbearance 
God had passed over the sins that 
were previously committed. 
Therefore, in all things he had to be 
made like his brethren, that he might 
be a merciful and faithful high priest 
in things pertaining to God, to make 
propitiation for the sins of the 
people. 

And he himself is the propitiation 
for our sins, and not for ours only 
but also for the whole world. 

In this is love, not that we loved 
God, but that he loved us and sent 
his Son to be the propitiation for our 
sins. 

These four verses all use the word, verb or noun,propi¬ 
tiate. The verb in Hebrews is ilaskesthai. It is incorrectly 
translated reconciliation in the King James Version. The New 
King James Version quoted above has it correctly: propitia¬ 
tion. There are also about ten occurrences of another word 
translated reconcile. Since the latter is not a precise syn- 


omans 3:25 


Hebrews 2:17: 


1 John 2:2: 


1 John 4: 10: 
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onvm, attention will be restricted to the former. Yet it must 
be understood that the doctrine of propitiation is not based 
on these verses^lone, be hind them stand the Biblical proposi¬ 
tions on the Vrath ofGod-an unpopular topic but ind ispen- 
sable to Bib!icaT rettgi on7^ 


Matthew 3:7: 

John 3:36: 
Romans 1:18: 

Romans 2:5,8: 


Ephesians 2:3: 
Ephesians 5:6: 


Who has warned you to flee from 
the wrath to come? 

But the wrath of God abides on him. 
For the wrath of God is revealed 
from Heaven. 

. . . wrath in the day of wrath . . . 
indignation and wrath (compare 
Romans 4:15, 5:9, 9:22). 

. . . children of wrath . . . 

Because of these things the wrath 
of God comes upon the sons of dis¬ 
obedience (compare Colossians 
3:6). 


Now, propitiationTs some process or other by which 
the a ngerTn^wratbrof one person toward an other i. s dissi¬ 
p ated . T ^pro pitiate^means to turn wrath asideTt^/reconcile, 
to make a person favorably disposed. 

The first meaning listed in Liddell and Scott is to ap¬ 
pease. The second translation is to conciliate. The third is 
its particular and peculiar use in Hebrews 2:17. There is no 
preposition following the verb, and one might think of trans¬ 
lating it as “to propitiate the sins of the people.” But sms ar e 
expiated; God is propi tiated. However, it is equally true that 
sins are not reconciled^ herefore, in either case, a preposi¬ 
tion must be inserted in English; and thus the New King James 
Version is justified in translating it “make propitiation for 
the sins of the people.” 
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In the Old Testament, the repentant worshiper offered 
the sacrifice of a lamb.* The bu rning of the designated parts 
of the lamb on the altar was not primarily intende d to pro¬ 
duce any^sycHolo^icarchange in the worshiper. The change 
calledl'epenfance had occurred before the sacrifice was of¬ 
fered. After the sacrifice, the worshiper might experience a 
feeling of relief or forgiveness; but this could happen only 
because he believed that God had accepted his sacrifice and 
had turned aside his anger from him. Thus the primary aim 
of the sacrifice was tc(appease Gpd’s wrath and to reconcile 

him to oneself X: --~ 

Nearly all Americans know the name of the great Jew¬ 
ish holy day, Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. In Hebrew 
the word has several forms: kapar, k'oper, kapporet. One 
meaning of this root is ransom. To quote the Theological 
Wordbook of the Old Testament (Harris, Archer, and Waltke, 
I, 453), 


Every Israelite was to give to the service of the sanctuary 
the “ransom” money of half a shekel. . . . This word “ransom” 
is parallel to the word “redeem” (pada, which see) in Ps 49:7. 
There is a warning that a man guilty of murder must be killed- 
no “ransom” can be given in exchange for his life. . . . [Kapar] 
. . . means “to atone by offering a substitute” . . . the priestly 
ritual of sprinkling of the sacrificial blood. . . . The verb is al¬ 
ways used in connection with the removal of sin or defilement, 
except for Gen 32:20; Prov 16:14; and Isa 28:18 where the re¬ 
lated meaning of “appease by a gift” may be observed. . . . The 
life of the sacrificial animal specifically symbolized by its blood 
was required in exchange for the life of the worshipper ... the 
symbolic expression of innocent life given for guilty life. This 
symbolism is further clarified by the action of the worshipper 


* B. B. Warfield, Biblical Doctrines (Oxford University Press, 1929, 405- 
411), gives a detailed analysis of the sacrifices of Cain and Abel, noting 
clearly the different motivations of the two men. 
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in placing his hands on the head of the sacrifice and confessing 
his sins over the animal. 

See also the paragraphs on kippur and kapporet. 

It can hardly be denied that t he Old Testament is th e 
backgr ound of the Ne w. Indeed th e New Testament would 
bFunintelli&ib.le^w ithout the Old. Hence when the New tes¬ 
tament writers spoke of Christ’s death as a sacrifice, what 
else coul d they have possibly meant except an expiatory death 
to propitiate God and to reconcile him to our guilty selves? 

“TrlrmryWTiumorous, but still instructive, to note a 
reviewer’s defense of Bousset’s Religion of Judaism to the 
effect that it contains no exposition of the Jewish theory of 
sacrifice “because there wasn’t any.” In this century our en¬ 
emies mostly agree that the Scriptures teach what we have 
always said they teach. This phase of nineteenth-century lib¬ 
eralism is defunct. 

That the^New_ T estam en t is firmly based on the O ld 
Testa ment’s conception of a vicarious and propitiatory sac- 

' * — s' 

rifice iSjjiotjTiore clearly but more extensively shown, in 
the epistle to the Hebrews. It uses all the sacrificial lan¬ 
guage. Hebrews 2:17 has already been quoted with its verb 
ilaskesthai. But Hebrews only speaks more extensively, 
for all references to the blood of Christ carry the same mes¬ 
sage.* 

Finally, Christ was the lamb of God. By his accepting 
the penalty of our sins, he satisfied the justice of G od, thus 
pr opitiating Go d and reco nctfjngTjod^o those whohad b epn 
his enemies, s o that God~coul(fbe botH~yust and the justifier 
of him who had faith in Jesus. 


* Compare B. B. Warfield’s devastating ridicule of liberalism’s attempt to 
rid the New Testament of the ideas of expiation, reconciliation, and propi¬ 
tiation: Biblical Doctrines, chapter nine, “Christ our Sacrifice,” especially 
pages 429ff. 


80 


The Atonement 


14. Satisfaction 


The paragraph just above said that Christ satisfied the 
justice of hisjjither. This demands special mention. From 
subapostolic times well into the Middle Ages the predomi¬ 
nant view was that Christ’s death was a ransomjiaid to Sa¬ 
tan. Satan had certain rights over man, whom he had en¬ 
slaved, and man could not be redeemed without someone’s 
paying a satisfactory ransom price to Satan. Bernard of 
Clairvaux, tremendously influential, the instigator of the 
bloody and disastrous second crusade, held this view in op¬ 
position to Abelard. He was not so much persuaded that 
AbeTardVtheory was wrong and another was right as he was 
that all theories were wrong and that theologians should not 
think. He condemned Abela rd’s influence that resulted in 
“boys in the street” discussing the doctrine of the Trinity. 
On the contrary, ecstasy is better than understanding and more 
is to be learned in trances and visions than by reasoning. He 
also defended the rapacity of the hierarchy. One o^Abelard^y 
students, Arnold of Brescia, agitated for the restoration to 
the people of the wealthjhejpne sts had extorted from the m. 
Bernard had to acknowledge that Arnold was no libertine- 
he was an ascetic-but charged him with being in league with 
the devil, hungering and thirsti ng aft er the blood of souls. In 
spite of the fact that two ojfAbelard^ publications were con¬ 
demned by the Church, Protestants today are apt to rate him 
as a vigorous Romanist because of hi s stro ngjnsistence on 
the sacnfice of theThas 

I onservatfve~theologians of the present century, pften 


describe Abelard’s theory of the Atonem ent as lhejnoral in- 
fluenCeTKebryTT^be 1 ard did Indeed stresCthe idea that Christ’s 
sacdncFstmuJates our love and advancement in sanctifica¬ 
tion. But his theory is hardly the modem moral influence 
theory such as is found in Horace Bushnell. Ab elard held 
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th at Christ_paid a ransom, not to Satan, but to th e Father. He 
compares “the results of Adam’s sins with those of Christ’s 
obedience and makes use of the principle of merit.”* He 
speaks of Christ’s death as a sacrifice for sin and uses the 
expressions of 1 Peter that Christ bore our sins. Th e trouble 
is, of course, that Abelard, in spite of his great logical abil¬ 
ity, was in this case neither complete nor consistent. He was 
also di sliked, m isu nderstood, and was the tar gefof many false 
accusations/ 

^BrihieTeven considers Abelard to have been a Platonic 
realist, at least in theology (586, 591), though in philosophy 
he is clearly an Aristotelian. 

Anselm (1109), somewhat Abelard’s senior, had already 

' j-'-* 

renounc ed the theo ry t hat Christ’s sacrifice was offered to 
Satan. He spoke of it as a sa ti sfaction of the F ather’s honor. 
We~who speak of satisfac tion of the Father’s justice may ex¬ 
cuse Anselm on the ground that justice is a component of 
honor, and the prerogatives which Anselm assigns to honor 
can easily be transferred to justice; but it remains true that 
Anselm did not make the doctrine so precise as the Reform¬ 
ers did. Although Anselm’s treatise Cur Deus Homo was a 
notable advance in the development of theology, it had at 
least two flaws: one merely peculiar, the other fatal. Pecu¬ 
liarly, A nselm calculated the number of el ect sai nts a s equal 
to t he number of fallen angel s,_so that the population of 
Heav en would not be dimi nished by their exclusion. 

The fatal flaw is that Anselm professed to obtain the 
doctrine of the Satisfaction without depending on Scripture. 
It may, it does, sound incredible that “leaving Christ out of 
view (as if nothing had been known of him) it [this book] 


* Robert S. Franks, A History of the Doctrine of the Work of Christ (Hoddard 
and Stoughton, 1918), Vol. 1, 190. 

t Emile Brehier, Histoire de la Philosophie, 1951, Tome I, #3, 583. 
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proves, by absolute reasons, the impossibility that any man 
should be saved without him” (Anselm, tr. by S.N. Dean, 
Chicago, 1926, 177). This is from the Preface. The idea is 
repeated once or twice; and at the end the final remark of 
Boso, Anselm’s pupil to whom he is talking throughout, is “I 
see the truth of all that is contained in the Old and New Tes¬ 
tament, for . . . leaving out what was taken from the Bible 
. . . you convince both Jews and Pagans by the mere force of 
reason” (287). 

The first section of this treatise, with the subhead “Intro¬ 
duction on Method,” stressed the indispensability of Scrip¬ 
ture. All the more should it be stressed, because (as will be¬ 
come clear a bit later) Jonathan Edwards and A.A. Hodge, 
though admittedly they do not exclude Scripture so com¬ 
pletely as Anselm, nonetheless derive some of their theses 
from experience. 

T^at jTlsTlres^the r than honor is the m ore precise fac¬ 
tor/Romans 3:25-2p>makes unmistakably evident. TXne can 
say wrth-gon sidefable plausibility tha t Romans 3:21-26 is the 
most im portant paragraph in the B ible. Verse 25'says that God 
set forth Christ-the verb means to design, to purpose, or to 
set forth publicly-as a propitiation. The idea of pr opit iation 
has as its background foe wrath of G od, mentio ne dln Roma ns^ 
1:181md specified fromthat verse on until 3:20. In verse 21 
PauTcalls'attention to God^_r(ghteousness. This righteous¬ 
ness has two forms, one which is in some way connected 
both with Jesus and with those who believe on him, but also 
in verse 2 5 the_right eousnes s of God himself. N ow th e point 
of afft his is t h at God so arranged Ch rist^sjjeath as a propi¬ 
tiation that God might be two seemingly incompatib le thing s: 
that he might be notjmlvthe iu stifier of him who bel ieves in 
Jesus, but also that he himself might be jus t in so doing. 

TKough thTFTreatise is not a commentary on the 
Westminster Confession, nonetheless the Confession evi- 
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dences the conclusions and beliefs of its authors and of their 
numerous adherents. One phrase in VIII, v, is “The Lord 
Jesus, by his perfect obedience and sacrifice of himself. . . 
hath fully satisfied the justice of his Father.” In addition to 
Romans 3:25 and 26, the footnote ad ds a s supporting refer¬ 
ences Romans7:19, Hebrews 9 Q4~Ephe sians 5:2. This is 
Calvinism; but it is alsoXutheranism. The Augsburg Con¬ 
fession - ^ 1530) says Briefly, “by his death hath satisfied for 
our sins” (Art. IV). The Formula of Concord-first written 
in German, then badly translated into Latin, and then some¬ 
what amended and put into better Latin-though it stresses, 
as one might expect, justification by faith alone, is painfully 
deficient as to the work of Christ. Last century I.A. Dorner, 
a notable though not always the most orthodox of theolo- 
gians-and for this reason more convincing-stated, “Contem¬ 
plating humanity in Christ as making satisfaction to the di¬ 
vine Justice, God sees in him, who suffered for us, and in 
love to the divine Justice offered himself a sacri fice to God 
. . .” (A System of Christian Doctrine, tr. by Cave and Banks, 
Edinburgh, 1882; Vol. IV, 116).* 

On the next page, Dorner mentions the satisfaction of 
justice twice. Page 121 refers to “punitive justice”; the fol¬ 
lowing page speaks of “guilt and actual penal desert” and “a 
satisfaction to the divine justice.” This, I believe, is suffi¬ 
cient evidence of the historic Lutheran position. 

It is clear therefore that the en tire Protestant Reform a- 
tion, n amely its two branches, Lutheranism an d Calvinism, 
agreed_that Christ’s de ath was a sacrifice to propiti ate the wrath 
of God and to preserve his justice as he justified the sinner. 


* One evidence of Domer’s defection from strict Lutheran orthodoxy is the 
word humanity in this quotation. The Formula of Concord stresses the co¬ 
operation of both natures: “To overthrow both errors we unanimously be¬ 
lieve, teach and confess that Christ is truly our righteousness, but yet nei¬ 
ther according to the divine nature alone, nor according to the human na¬ 
ture alone” (Article III, 1). 
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In expounding this doctrine and in defending it against 
nonbibli cal views, the theologi ans, naturally, have used many 
arguments. These arguments, though elaborated with the best 
of intentions, have not always been without fault. Sometimes 
incomplete disjunctions have been used; important terms are 
often left undefined, or (though this is not a fault of the au¬ 
thors) if properly defined, they have become obsolete in 
modern language. The Christian public thereby remains con¬ 
fused and uninstructed. For example, earlier theologians 
would distinguish between distributive justice and govern¬ 
mental justice. H.B. Smith (System of Christian Theology, 
New York, 1884, 464-470) distinguishes, or, better, fails to 
distinguish between distributive justice and general justice. 
He also refers to public justice: “The Atonement ^ whil e it 
indirectl y satisfies Distributive Justice, does not consist in 
thiSTTfconsistsin satisfying the D emands of P uBlTcTustice” 
(470). A footnote to this sentence says, “Real, essential jus¬ 
tice is what is meant by public justice.” Clearly this is all 
very unclear. 

Now some well-intentioned Christians may take offense 
both at this logomachy and its exposure. Justice is justice, 
they may say, and ChnsYsatisfied.God’s justice, period! Yet 
for several reasons this distaste for clear thinking is unfortu¬ 
nate. First, it leaves a number of questions unanswered; it 
leaves the Biblical doctrine less explained than necessary. 
Second, at lea st two form s of justice j rmst be distinguished, 
even if the distinction eventuates in headaches. Instead of 
some ancient terminology, let us speak of civil or financial 
justice as distinct from criminal justice. Th e distin ction is 
this: If Mr. X owes Mr. Y a hundred dollars, financial justice 
is completely satisfied if Mr. Z pays the debt for Mr. X. But 
if Mr. X robs a bank or murders someone, Mr. Z cannot sat¬ 
isfy justice by taking his punishment. CrimmalJuslk£Li£^_ 
quires that the criminal himself, and no one else, musL&uffer 
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the penalty. Now, since sin is a crime, n ot a financial de bt, 
the sati sfaction of divine justice without the penalty being 
impose d on the sinner h imself constitutes a major problem. 
Then in the third place/a fallacious defense of a doctrine not 
only fails to establish the doctrine, but inclines many people 
to conclude that it is false. This conclusion, of course, is as 
fallacious as the theologian’s blunder. If argument p does not 
prove that q is true, it by no means follows that q is false. But 
as illogicality is widespread, a ]}o or defense of the Atonem ent 
induce s quite a few people to reject the doctr ine. So far as is 
possible, the theologian should try to prevenfsuch a reaction; 
and the surest way to do so is to argue logically For the next 
few paragraphs now, the attempt will be to explain and defend 
the conclusions, i.e., the Biblical doctrine of the Atonement, 
while exposing some of the fallacies used to support it. 

The argument will become rather complex. Several prob¬ 
lems are interwoven-so interwoven that first, second, and 
third becomes more of a mere numbering than of a logical 
progression. 

First, if crimin al justice requires the penalty to be ex¬ 
ecuted o n the criminal himself, how could God be~satisfied 
w ith a substitute? Second, if God accepted the idea of cTsub- 
stitute, was it absolutely necessary that his Son should be 
that substitute? Was crucifixion and death, whoever the sub¬ 
stitute might be, the only possible means? Could not God 
have been satisfied with some other penalty? Let us be clear 
on this. The Scripture teaches unmistakably that as a matter 
of fact Christ is the only substitute, that there is no salvation 
in any other name, and that it is necessary for us to depend 
on Christ’s merits alone. This is how it actually is. Bufc^uld^ 
G od have chosen a different method? What he actually chose 
is obvious. What he might have chosen is a different question. 

One impressive argument in favor of the cross is Christ’s 
prayer, “Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me.” ( 
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The implication is the impossibility of any other method. 
Nevertheless this prayer in itself shows only a necessity al¬ 
ready established. The process had already begun: God had 
made some promises to Abraham, to David; and Christ had 
already become incarnate. T he process w as far advanced. It 
was too late to c hange it. So too with ourselves now. We can 
saythat beliefnTChrist is necessary to our salvation. So it is. 
This is the actual condition. But none of this directly faces 
the question, c ould God have chosen otherwise ? Thejsrob- 
Je m is that of the absolute necessity of Christ’s de ath. 

\ Third” anHThlsisimplicated in point two, if God co uld 
not have chosenjQttherwise, can we regard him as absolutely 
andin every respect(^overeign?,',If he be sovereign, could he 
not have accepted, not merely a lesser penalty, but even no 
penalty at all? This question requires us to state the relglion- 
ship jpetween j us tice and sovereignty, and some theologians 
have done so in a rather confusing manner. 

That God’s justice is somehow involved had already 
been made clea^TRomans 3:25^?^cSinoTbFotHerwise inter¬ 
preted. Justice i sclearly one of God ’s attributes. The Shorter 
Catechism^ which every child should have memorized be¬ 
fore entering high school, says, “God is a Spirit, infinite, 
eternal, and unchangeable in his .. .justice.. . .” It is strange 
that a very orthodox theologian, like Arthur W Pink, could 
write even a small volume on The Attributes of God without 
mentioning God’s justice.* We shall do more than mention it. 


* A. W. Pink, in common with others, makes use of false disjunctions. On page 
12 of this volume he says, “nor is God known by the intellect. ‘God is Spirit’ 
(John 4:24), and therefore can only be known spiritually.” But knowing is ipso 
facto intellectual. “God is just” is a proposition to be understood. No doubt sin 
hinders and even prevents a man from knowing this truth; but if we are at all to 
know that God is just, we must_use our intellects, our minds, our unde rstanding, 
for this is what knowledge is. One man’s mind may be “spiritual,” i.e., illu¬ 
mined by the Holy Spirit, and another man’s mind not; but whatever either of 
these men knows is known intellectually When th e Holy Spirit controls /a man’s 
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Jonathan Edwards* stressed t he justice of God, not only 
in his famous sermon, Sinners in the Hands of an Ang ry God, 
but also in his other sermons and discourses. But as A.A. 
Hodge says essentially the same things, in greater detail, it is 
necessary only to recommend Edwards to the contemporary 
public. John Murray, of recent date, writes in the same tra¬ 
dition, but more popularly and in less detail. Some of his 
material serves very nicely as a preparation for A.A. Hodge. 

These men and others ordinarily say that there was no 
necessity' for God to save anyone, but if he wanted to save 
someoneTlf was necessary for him to use the method of the 
cross. For example, “It should be understood that it was not 
necessary for God to redeem men. The purpose to redeem is 
of the free and sovereign exercise of his love. But having 
purposed [at some time or^other?] to redeem, was the only 
alternative the blood-shedding of his own Son?’’ Then John 
Murray answers in the affirmative. r To defend this answer 
he adds these lines on the next two pages: “Those who think 
that in pursuance of God’s saving purpose the cross was not 
intrinsically necessary are, in reality, not dealing with the 
hypothetical necessity of the atonement, but with a hypo¬ 
thetical salvation. For, on their own admission they are not 
saying that the actual salvation designed and bestowed could 
have been enjoyed without Christ, but only salvation of lesser 
character and glory.” 

What persons made this “their own admission” Murray 
does not say. It is tautological and otiose to insist that, had 
salvation been accomplished by a different method, the saints 


- * &* + c~re ft\<iy rye ’fob* 

thoughts, the thoughts are still thoughts^To repeat, knowing or understanding is 
ipso facto intellectual; and false disjunctions are t o be rejected because_they 

*hZl * b < 

* The Works of Jonathan Ecfoards*l&eds and Philadelphia, 1 811. Vols. VII, VIII. 


t The Atonement, Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company, 1962, 10. 
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i n Heaven_could have ha d no memory of Christ’s being cru¬ 
cified. They wouldTnevertKeless, be free from sin and would 
enjoy all beatific blessings. With the exception of the lack of 
memory of something that had not happened, the heavenly 
state, would b e the same. How can one know that this would 
be “salvation of lesser character and glory”? 

His earlier book gives a somewhat more detailed exposi¬ 
tion.* He notes that Augustine and Aquinas both spoke of 
“hypothetical necessity,” whereas most Protestants defend 
^absolute necessity. The term “hypothetical necessity” means 
that there were other possible methods, but that God chose 
this one. Since God could have chosen another method, there 
is nothing in God’s nature that makes the actual method of 
the cross indispensable. Murray’s view is of course that sal¬ 
vation was not necessary-there was nothing in God’s nature 
that made salvation necessary-but since he freely chose to 
save some, he could not possibly have chosen any other means. 

Murray quotes a number of verses to support his posi¬ 
tion, but it seems to me that none of them proves his point. 
jThey all insist and make perfectly clear that God chose the 
method of the cross. They do not show that a different method 
was impossible. In addition to the Scriptural references, 
Murray advances three arguments, each one a logical fal¬ 
lacy. He seems to sense that they are fallacious, for on page 
13 he introduced them by saying, “In adducing these consid¬ 
erations it must be remembered that they are to be viewed in 
coordination and in their cumulative effect.” But the cumu¬ 
lative effect of several fallacies is simply multiplied illogi¬ 
cality. Then on page 17 he argues that this absolute neces¬ 
sity is the only situation in which Christ’s death can be the 
“supreme exhibition of love.” But this is very doubtful. Some 
people might favor the exact contrary: If God chose the meth- 


* Redemption Accomplished and Applied, Eerdmans, 1955, 11-17. 
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od of the cross without being necessitated to do so, his love 
would have been more clearly, not less clearly, demonstrated. 

One must be careful when reading the works of John 
Murray. He has a remarkable control of the English language, 
is in most cases quite orthodox, but is sometimes deficient in 
logic. In addition to the example just cited, his booklet The 
Free Offer of the Gospel* comes to a strange conclusion. 

To prepare for the conclusion, the booklet (14), in speak¬ 
ing of Ezekiel 33/4-1), says, “ ‘I have no pleasure in the de ath 
oft he wickeH 1 ^ :: adm its of no limitation or qualification; it 
applies to the wicked who actually die in their iniquity.” 
Whether this exegesis accords with the Westminster Confes¬ 
sion III, 3, 7; V, 6; and XXXIII, 2 is not at present the point 
at issue; it is mentioned to prepare for the conclusion. On 
page 15 the booklet repeats, “It is absolutely and universally 
true that God does not delight in or desire the death of a 
wiclced~pefson.” Sti ll iTTs not clear how God-^ouldClpre-or- 
da m~thedeath of a wicked person withouf desiring itTThen 
again, the booklet applies Ezekiel 33:1 lTo all mankind, 
whereas the text itself mentions only the house of Israel. In 
the case of Isaiah 45:22-23 Murray’s interpretation implies 
universal salvation and not merely a universal offer. The 
mention of God as creator in Isaiah 45:12, 18 “has the effect 
of bringing to the forefront a relationship which he sustains 
to all men alike” (20). Of course Murray and Stonehouse do 
not believe in universal salvation; but their language betrays 
their confusion: “While, on the one hand, he has not 
decretively willed that all be saved, yet he declares unequivo¬ 
cally that it is his will and, impliedly, his pleasure that all 
turn and be saved” (20-21). But if it was his pleasure that 

* Prepared with the cooperation of Ned B. Stonehouse and presented by 
them as a report to the General Assembly of the Orthodox Presbyterian 
Church in 1948; reprinted with slight corrections, no publisher, no date 
mentioned. 
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all be saved, how could Isaiah say, “He shall see the travail 
of his soul, and be satisfied”? Job 42:2 says, “No purpose of 
yours can be withheld from you.” And is not a p urpose a 
d esire? And does not God do all his will? In Psalrn_Ilij6 
God says, “Whatever the Lord pleases he does.” Had he 
pleased to save everyb ody he would have saved them. He 
did not save them. Therefore he had not pleased to. 

Now, it is interesting to see how Murray and Stonehouse 
try to manage the problem they have created. “God himself 
e xpresses an a rdent desire for the fu lfillment of cer tain things 
which he has not decreed. . . . This means that there is a will 
to the realization‘o’fwKat he has not decretively willed, a 
pleasure towardsj hat which he has not been pleased to de¬ 
cree. This is indeed mysterious” (26). 

Now note what has happened. The two authors have 
used exegesis and argument in such a way as to produce a 
contradiction. But they are so sure of their arguments that 
they are unwilling to admit that they could have possibly 
tnade a mistake. This is not intellectual modesty. When one’s 
thoughts lead one to contradiction, the logical and humble 
thing to do is to go back and find where the mistake occurred.* 

Arguments are sometimes intr icate , even when the topic 
is not the Atonement. Indeed on this topic the arguments 
must become intricate, for the plan of salvation in its en¬ 
tirety covers innumerable details. Therefore, prior to a reso¬ 
lution of the problem of justice versus sovereignty-the ab¬ 
solute or the hypothetical necessity of Christ’s death, the exact 
meaning of necessity when referring to God and its relation 
to the free exercise of God’s love-a discussion on federal 
headship, that of Adam and that of Christ, seems essential. 


* A briefer but better discussion of this one point is given by Gary D. Long, 
Definite Atonement, Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company, 1976, 
14-16. The remainder of the book also is excellent. 
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15. Federal Headship 

The most important Biblical paragraph on federal head¬ 
ship is Romans 5:12-21, and the best exegesis is that of Charles 
Hodge in his tremendous Commentary on the Epistle to the 
Romans. * W.G.T. Shedd’s commentary is also very good. 

While waiting to obtain and study these commentaries, 
the reader may pass his time by wading through the next few 
shallow paragraphs, here. 

Romans 5:12-2]^ obviously a comparison, of some 
sort, between Aclam and Christ. Interesting, and surprising 
to us, is the fact that Paul expects his readers to know al¬ 
ready what the function of Adam was and to learn by that 
what the function of Christ was. Today the explanation must 
be given in reverse. That Adam and Christ had similar rela¬ 
tionships to certain groups of human beings is perfectly clear. 
The question is, what was that function? Since there is a simi¬ 
larity, any explanation that does not apply to both Adam and 
Christ must be wrong. 

Pelagius, the opponent of the great Augustine, is proved 
wrong because Romans asserts and he denies that Adam’s 
sin, not ours, is the cause of death. The analogy is further 
destroyed when Romans denies and Pelagius asserts that we 
gain eternal life by our own acts of righteousness. Then, also, 
Pelagius cannot explain why death, the penalty of sin, is more 
extensive than the range of voluntary transgressions-infants 
die before having voluntarily committed any transgression. 

In opposition to a somewhat different view which makes 
death-the_rgsu 11 of inherent depravity, the verb emarton in 
(^Romans 3:23 and 5:12 does not mean “become corrupt.” On 
me contrary, depravity is a part of death, not the cause of 
death. Likewise Romans denies that life results from infused 


* Hodge’s brilliance appears all the more clearly when contrasted with 
Dabney’s attempt to refute him. 
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righteousness. The ground of justification is no subjective 
state of ours; the ground is Christ’s finished work. 

The reason or ground for our death and then for our 
regeneration is the action of a substitute or representative. 
Verses 17, 18, and 19 stress one man. The act of one man 
caused our death, including depravity; and the act of one man 
caused our resurrection from death. Verses 13 and 14 ex¬ 
plain representation; they do not explain imitation or deprav¬ 
ity. 

To sum up, Adam and Christ were our representatives. 
They acted for us, instead of us; and what they did is attrib¬ 
uted, reckoned, or imputed to us. Those who were repre¬ 
sented by Adam, and this includes all human beings with 
one exception, died by his act. Note above that emarton 
means sinned, not became corrupt. It is aorist and thus re¬ 
fers to one past act, not to our many present acts. Similarly 
those whom Christ represented-his people, those God gave 
to him, the elect-live because he crowned a sinless life with 
a substitutionary sacrifice, and rose from the dead. 

To speak of Adam as our representative is to identify 
him as the federal head of the human race. The various dif¬ 
ficulties mentioned in the previous few paragraphs come to 
a head in A.A. Hodge’s* defense of federal headship. 

First, though this will not be the crucial part of the criti¬ 
cism, A.A. Hodge does not rely entirely on the Scriptures. 
Part of his argument is based on the use of so-called natural 
reason. Unlike Anselm, he does not totally exclude the Scrip¬ 
ture-far from it; but nonetheless he does not appeal to Sola 
Scriptura. This appeal to natural reason leads him into some 
peculiar argumentation. 


* The Atonement, Philadelphia, 1867. 
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Let us not suppose that Anselm and the two Hodges 
were the only ones who grounded their theology, partially at 
least, in the uninformed intellectual resources of sinful man. 
H. B. Smith, previously mentioned, did the same. He writes 
(System of Christian Theology, 439), “This necessity [of a 
vicarious Atonement] may be argued on the grounds of man’s 
moral nature: an atonement is eminently adapted to man’s 
convictions and needs as a moral being.” If, now, one as¬ 
sumes that man has such convictions, no doubt the vicarious 
atonement is eminently adapted to them. But adaptation is 
no proof that such an atonement is necessary. Perhaps other 
methods also could have been effective. Smith continues: 
“Man’s conscience assures him of the supremacy, the abso¬ 
lute supremacy, of righteousness.” But anyone who is famil¬ 
iar with Homeric religion would be inclined to disagree. Any¬ 
one familiar with Sodom and Gomorrah would likewise dis¬ 
agree. Smith, of course, could not have known of contempo¬ 
rary American abortionists, but he should have remembered 
the customs of pagan savages. Then some lines below he 
adds, “the necessity of an atonement is seen in the fact that it 
has actually been made. . . . An argument for the necessity 
of the atonement may also be derived from the general con¬ 
sent of mankind.. . . This universality proves [certain points] 

. . . according to natural conscience” (440-441). 

Both parts of this quotation are unacceptable. FirstjJhe 
fa ct that Christ was actually cru cified does not prove that it 
w as eternally necessary. At least, it does not of itself prove 
such necessity. Perhaps with some additional premise it might 
do so. What such a premise might be, we shall discuss later. 
Then, second, the argument from general consent and natu¬ 
ral conscience can in no way be made valid. Hume, Kant, 
Hegel, Russell, Dewey, the Logical Positivists, and many 
contemporary theologians entertain no such idea. Confucian¬ 
ism seems to have no such idea, and probably Shintoism has 
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none either, though I am not sufficiently informed about it to 
say. At any rate, Smith can produce no evidence of any uni¬ 
versal consensus. Empirical observation can never discover 
anything universal. Hence I claim that Smith’s arguments 
on this point are logical fallacies based on unknowable pre¬ 
mises. But now back to Hodge. 

In chapter VII he describes Adam in his probationary 
state as being “as well endowed and circumstanced as any 
individual of his natural order . . . could possibly be” (78). 
For this assertion he adduces no Scriptural support and pre¬ 
sumably depends on the assumption that the “facts of the 
case are indubitably proved by the natural reason and uni¬ 
versal experience of mankind” (79). But would not natural 
reason more likely say that inability to sin, impossibility of 
punishment, and unalterable well-being would have been a 
better endowment and far better circumstances than the ad¬ 
mittedly Biblical description of Adam’s probation? Now, 
natural reason may be mistaken in this judgment, but that is 
all the more reason for not making this sort of reason the 
criterion by which one justifies the ways of God to man. 

The reader will remember that earlier two types of jus¬ 
tice were differentiated. Cr iminal justice will n ot jmpose 
t he penalty on a substitute . B ut God does so; nqr_can we 
argue tha t sin is not a crime. Hodge indeed wishes to show 
that God is just in appointing Adam federal head of the race 
and in imp uting the guilt of his sin to his poster ity. Hodge is 
so anxious to emphasize justice that he says, “God, by a 
strictly judicial, not sovereign [italics mine], act justly im¬ 
putes Adam’s apostatizing act to us” (112). This is a bold 
assertion of justice and a bolder denial of sovereignty. But 
he offers no reason for either one. He simply says, “this 
imputation . . . simply (a) recognizes ou r legal oneness \y ith 
Adam and consequent com monjesponsibility w ith him for 
the guilt of his public sin; (b) consequently charges the guilt 
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of his sin to our account; and most righteously treats us ac¬ 
cording to the demerit of that sin” (112). But these sentences 
are not reasons or explanations: They are restatements of what 
needs to be explained. Undoubtedly the two doctrines are 
Biblical; the question is whether Hodge’s defense of them is 
satisfactory. 

He_h ad previously said , “It is absolutely impossible for 
a devout mind to admit that Go d canT>elhe immediate au-< 
thoToFslrF (81). This seemingly unexceptionable declara¬ 
tions, however, defective on two counts. First, is it not at 
least possible, rather than impossible, that a more remote 
principal can be responsible for what he causes mediately 
through an agent? Second, theologians hardly ever define 
the phrase “author of sin.” Until the meaning of these words 
is clarified, an argument in which they play so important a 
role cannot be evaluated. Arminius, a remarkable excep¬ 
tion, defined it as “God sins and God alone sins.” Is this 
what Hodge means? Even if Hodge does not mean that God 
alone sins, does he mean that God sins? What is sin? Is it 
defined by the law? To what law and to what~aufHority is 
God subject? Can God dishonor his parents or commit adul¬ 
tery? Is it sin for God to cause a man to sin? If it be, what 
law did he break? On such an important subject as this, the 
key terms should be made as clear as possible. 

Hodge does indeed say this much: “God cannot origi¬ 
nally create agents with an inherent corrupt nature . . . for 
that would constitute him the author of sin” (82). This, how¬ 
ever, does not define the phrase. If one should say, “murder 
is sin,” he is only giving an example of sin-he is not de¬ 
fining it. So also, to say that an original c reation of corrupt 
natures would make God the author of sin is to give only an 
example, which is still subject to the question, Why? But 
there is something worse in that last quotation. If God could 
not have originally, in Genesis 1 and 2, created depraved 
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natures, can he later create men as sinners without becoming 
the author of sin? If doing so in Genesis is unthinkable, is 
doing so in Exodus permissible? The point is that Hodge 
will later say that God has been continually and immediately 
cre ating in her ently corrupt souls for some thousands of years. 
More of this later. 

Hodge definitely wants to defend the justice of God. 
“God will not inflict . . . evil upon any moral agent whose 
natural claims as a dependent creature have not previously 
been justly forfeited” (82). This statement seems to have a 
hidden presupposition. It seems to depend on the idea that a 
created human being has natural claims that God must re¬ 
spect. But does not this conflict with the Biblical figure of 
the potter and the clay? This figure of speech occurs several 
times in the Bible. Its point is that the Potter, if he does not 
like a pot, can smash it and make another. Obviously a pot 
can have no claims over the Potter. He can make one for 
honor and one for dishonor as he pleases. This accords ill 
with the idea that a man has any natural claims over God. 

What then about a just forfeiture of such claims? A just 
probation, according to Hodge, must “afford at least as much 
opportunity of success as liability to failure” (82). But since 
Christ had been slain before the foundation of the world in 


order to save sinners, Adam had no chance-ther e was no 
po ssibility wji atever -of avoidin g sin. Yet Hodge continues, 
“On what grmtnd~&fj 4 istice [italics his] does God inflict this 
terrible’ Gpenalt\^ of^si_n? 


16. Absolute Necessity 

The Hodges, of course, were neither the first nor the 
last to speak on this matter. Before them, George Smeaton 
in The Atonement according to Christ and His Apostles (Sov- 
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ercign Grace edition, Grand Rapids, no date, perhaps be¬ 
tween 1950 and 1970) has several sections on the necessity 
of the Atonement. He does not organize his work on sys¬ 
tematic principles, but rather, as the title indicates, follows 
the method of Biblical Theology. His more than 500 pages, 
which are not numbered consecutively in this edition, are a 
rewarding examination of the Biblical material. Although 
he is more systematic than he probably realized, his Bibli¬ 
cal method sometimes fails to make it clear whether he holds 
Chrjs t’s death to he absolutely necessary , or necessary only 
on the basis of the prior non-necessary divine decision to 
save some. Even when he uses the term absolute, his lan¬ 
guage does not make it quite clear which of the two ideas 
he supports. He seems to ignore, confuse, or mix them. 
But if he really mixes them, he must agree with absolute 
necessity in its strongest technical sense. He is, to be sure, 
quite clear on the absolute necessity that sin should be pun¬ 
ished: “punitive justice ... demands satisfaction for sin. It 
is as eternal and necessary as anything belonging to his self- 
existing nature. ... He cann ot butj ninish sinjust as„ he 
cannot li e” (16). Granted: But is a gracious salvation 
equally necessary? Could God have refused to save any¬ 
one? Some of his sentences, at least if taken alone, cause us 
to wonder. For example, after quoting the verse, “So must 
the Son of Man be lifted up,” and after emphasizing the 
word must, Smeaton adds, “the must indicating a necessity 
flowing from God’s justice and from his decree, if men were 
to be saved” (17). This sounds as if God was not “necessi¬ 
tated” to save anyone, but was necessitated to one method, 
if any were to be saved. Yet, it is not absolutely necessary 
to draw that conclusion. His following paragraph is also 
inconclusive. He is satisfied to say simply, “the atonement 
was necessary.” The paragraph ends with “the rectitude of 
God . . . presupposes . . . the necessary demand of an atone- 
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ment” (18).* 

Yet there are hints that Smeaton disagreed with what 
the Hodges later said and asserts the absolute necessity of a 
redemption. Examining the words of Christ—as a Biblical 
theologian must do-in the subsection entitled “Separate Say¬ 
ings which Affirm or Imply the Necessity of the Atonement,” 
he exegetes as follows, of which I shall quote parts and sum¬ 
marize other parts. 

“On several occasions the Lord refers to the necessity 
of his death, but often stops short at the fact that it had been 
foretold. Was there any deeper reason assigned by him? Yes: 
there are various allusions, direct and indirect, to a deep in¬ 
ner necessity for his atoning work” (10). Smeaton then speaks 
disparagingly of some unnamed theologians who “regard the 
alleged necessity of the atonement in no other light than as a 
semi-philosophic theory.” Though it is not exegetical as 
Smeaton wants his arguments to be, but is clearly “semi- 
philosophical,” he makes a persuasive-though not strictly 
conclusive-point that “We cannot conceive of such a stupen¬ 
dous [event as the death of God’s Son] if it were not neces¬ 
sary.” This almost but perhaps not quite requires redemption 
to be absolutely necessary-not merely that if there were to 
be a redemption, Christ’s death would be necessary on that 
hypothesis. The next sentence, however, seems to return to 
the hypothetical view: “There could be no other reason ... 
for God ... to suffer on the cross ... if sin could have been 
remitted without satisfaction.” Hence with these semi-philo¬ 
sophical arguments Smeaton’s necessity seems to be based 

* In the Appendix, 529-531, Smeaton talks about ABSOLUTE NECESSITY 
as being the view of both the Lutheran and the Reformed churches. But the 
context does not clearly rule out the possibility that God could have sover¬ 
eignly decreed a different method of salvation. Yet he rejects the view that 
“Forgiveness of sins and justification of grace lies absolutely in the divine 
imputation; that is, in God’s counting it enough.” 
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on a reason deeper only than the necessity to fulfill proph¬ 
ecy. Moving closer to exegesis on the next page he adds, 
“The whole Old Testament system of sacrifices wa s calcu¬ 
lated ... to sharpen'the conviction that(sin required^,higher 
sacrifice'Mhanthat of bulls and goatsTTEat "Smeaton does 
not have absolute sovereignty in mind is clear from his refer¬ 
ence to “supreme justice” which must be satisfied “before 
salvation can be bestowed” (13). 

Defending the purpose of the Incarnation as redemp¬ 
tion, so that the Logos would not have become flesh unless 
man had sinned, he states, “the Incarnation was . . . not nec¬ 
essary except on the supposition of redemption” (19). Here 
he is opposing the view that some epistemological or onto¬ 
logical or revelatory function required an incarnation even if 
the race had remained perfectly righteous. So far so good. 
Then he adds, “This greatest work of God is still but a free 
work or deed, not necessary to the Divine felicity, and there¬ 
fore on the same footing with creation or any other Divine 
act toward the universe” (19). 

The reason, as I see it, why Smeaton does not have the 
more profound problem in mind is his aim to refute hetero¬ 
dox theologians who think that the infliction of a penalty is 
not “absolutely” necessary under the present circumstances. 
These theologians “conceive of God only as a source of good¬ 
ness . . . but not as the sovereign Lord or moral Governor 
. . . and that when God does punish in any case, it is as a 
father, and not as a judge” (14). Even here, where he uses 
the word sovereign, his words do not mean that the salvation 
of anyone is absolutely necessary. This analysis is not a dis¬ 
paragement of Smeaton. Any author who wants to be thor¬ 
ough selects a particular topic. From this central point he 
may spread out into a few adjacent areas, but he is not called 
upon to wander too far. He may be ignorant of some remote 
territories, or he may have detailed opinions on them; but he 
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need not and usually should not mention them. Smeaton has 
chosen certain topics and his discussion of those topics is su¬ 
perior to that of many contemporary authors. Now for Hodge. 

A.A. Hodge’s repeated emphasis on justice, and his 
manner of doing so, almost immediately produces the impres¬ 
sion that he is subordinating God to some superior law of 
justice, thus impugning God’s sovereignty. This pinpoints 
the problem of absolute necessity. 

Such an impression is supported by Hodge’s later proce¬ 
dure. His early remarks on the governmental theory (58ff.) 
assert several times the intrinsic rightness of the moral law, 
an intrinsic rightness superior to the divine will: “He wills 
the precept because [italics his] it is intrinsically right.” Hence 
there seems to be something superior to the will of God. But 
before quoting Calvin to the contrary, one may ask whether 
Hodge means only that God’s will is subordinate to God’s 
intellect, and that therefore there is no moral principle supe¬ 
rior to God. Such a reply, however, entails a distinction be¬ 
tween God’s intellect and God’s will, so that one “part” of 
God is subordinate to another part. This, combined with the 
separation of the divine attributes, raises difficulties with the 
simplicity of God’s being. But we must proceed with the 
ultimacy of moral principles and the absolute necessity of 
one particular method of atonement. 

In chapter XXI, where Hodge discusses the governmen¬ 
tal theory more fully-which theory in his opinion does not 
properly evaluate morality-he says, “Vice must have, there¬ 
fore, the ultimate reason of its attracting divine displeasure 
in itself’ (336). The italics are mine, but the words “in itself’ 
certainly suggest that the distinction between virtue and vice 
does not depend on God’s sovereign will, nor even on his 
intellect, but on the ultimate intrinsic properties of morality 
itself to which God must be attracted. This indeed implies 
the absolute necessity of the cross, but at much too 



Absolute Necessity 


101 


expensive a price. We shall also see that in another place 
Hodge contrasts justice with sovereignty and prefers the 
former. Do not these words -ultimate, intrinsic, attract, in 
itself -presuppose a principle of virtue independent of and 
superior to God? 

No Calvinist claims that Calvin was infallible; but we 
all hold him in high regard, and we should not be ignorant of 
what he said on the subject. Beginning with the question of 
the necessity of the Atonement, Calvin asserts, “If an inquiry 
be made concerning the necessity of this, it was not indeed a 
simple, or, as we commonly say, an absolute necessity, but 
such as arose from the heavenly decree” (Institutes, II, xii, 1). 
Contrary to Anselm (Cur Deus Homo, I, 12), namely, “When 
it is said that what God wishes is just, and that what he does 
not wish is unjust, we must not understand that if God wished 
anything improper it would be just, simply because he wished 
it,” Calvin writes, 

How exceedingly presumptuous it is only to inquire into 
the causes of the divine will, which is in fact and is justly en¬ 
titled to be, the cause of everything that exists. ... If you go 
further and ask why he so determined, you are in search of some¬ 
thing greater and higher than the will of God, which can never 
be found (III, xxxiii, 2). 

Then further, “Here they recur to the distinction between 
will and permission, and insist that God permits the destruc¬ 
tion of the impious, but does not will it. But what reason 
shall we assign for his permitting it, but because of his will?” 
(Ill, xxiii, 8). There is no mistaking Calvin’s meaning. “The 
will of God is the highest rule of justice.” A moral principle 
is “just for this very reason, because he wills it.” Calvin and 
Hodge bluntly contradict one another; and if Calvin was a 
Calvinist, apparently Hodge was not. 

In chapter XVI Hodge makes some caustic criticisms, 
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perhaps applicable to some phrases of some exponents of 
the governmental theory. It is not my intention to say much 
about the governmental theory as such, but only insofar as it 
bases the method of atonement on the will of God. Inciden¬ 
tally, Hodge acknowledges that Dr. Twisse, prolocutor of the 
Westminster Assembly, “and others, held it to be necessary 
simply because God had determined” so (53, 235). Against 
the great Westminster Calvinist as well as against the 
governmentalists Hodge complains, “This theory is discred¬ 
ited by the fact that it is not developed in the first instance by 
a careful exposition and strict induction from Scripture. Its 
advocates do not pretend that they generate it out of Scrip¬ 
ture; the most they claim is, that having developed it as a 
product of speculation, they are able to show that it harmo¬ 
nizes with all the facts of Scripture” (341). Although Hodge 
uses the word advocates, in the plural, he seems to be refer¬ 
ring chiefly to Barnes. Now, this complaint is a mixture of 
truth, possibly error, and at least innuendo. 

It is true that Barnes, like Anselm, advances some 
thoughts “apart from any revelation” and insists that “we 
cannot think of him [God] otherwise than we do.” With this 
notion-whether found in Anselm, Barnes, or whomever-I 
am in complete disagreement. But the otherwise includes 
Hodge himself, for he too has appealed to experience and 
universal consciousness. 

Second, a quick reading of the quotation may give the 
impression that Barnes used no Scripture at all, or only a 
little, and that carelessly. Hodge apparently thinks that Barnes 
used only a little, carelessly. Out of 316 pages only thirty- 
nine appeal to Scripture. This may seem like a small propor¬ 
tion, but it is a greater proportion than is found in Hodge’s 
book. At any rate, the proportion is not the main point. If 
thirty-nine pages of Scripture can be exegeted in the remain¬ 
der of the 316, so as to confirm a view, the view would seem 
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to be fairly well argued. Hodge has not shown that Barnes 
was careless in his handling of the Biblical material. Maybe 
he was, but Hodge gives no instances. Further, if Barnes can 
be opposed for using speculative arguments and natural rea¬ 
son, we must remember that Hodge uses experience also and 
does not base his conclusions solely on Scripture. Note that 
Hodge says, “If the question be asked why we ought to do 
right, no other answer can be given than that moral obliga¬ 
tion in an ultimate fact of consciousness, having its own rea¬ 
son in itself, and from its very nature necessarily supreme” 
(335). Is it not clear that Hodge has replaced Scripture with 
human experience, indeed with the experience of depraved 
human beings whose conclusions cannot be relied upon? Why 
cannot our position be that God has sovereignly imposed the 
Ten Commandments upon us? And in closer conjunction with 
the Atonement, why cannot justice be defined in terms of 
sovereignty rather than its being left undefined or 
sovereignty’s being impugned? It seems to me quite wrong 
to say, “Intelligence, moral and personal agency are incon¬ 
ceivable without ultimate, unresolvable principles of action 
and thought for which no reason can be given” (336, italics 
mine). One must pause to ponder this astounding statement. 
Hodge is asserting that principles of morality are ultimate 
principles for which no reason can be given. Why, even 
Plato’s world of Ideas-his supreme principle-was a mind or 
person, as he says in the Sophist. But Hodge appeals to a 
nonpersonal principle for which no reason can be given. To 
this principle God himself is subject. 

The topic of sovereignty, the choice of Adam as our fed¬ 
eral head, the limitation of the Atonement to the elect as dis¬ 
cussed in section 19 hereafter, and all this material on abso¬ 
lute necessity results in stimulating an attempt by some people 
to absolve God of determinism and arbitrary action. In our 
own day, G.C. Berkouwer gradually abandoned Reformed the- 
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ology, denied the inerrancy of Scripture, and accepted an 
existential or neo-orthodox subjectivism to save God from 
the obloquy of eternal decrees. 

Basing his objections, not on Scriptural statements, but 
on his private estimate of the results of preaching pred esti- 
nation, he asserts that determinjsm .makes consolation im¬ 
possible and produces fear and uncertain ty. M aybejt does 
with some peopTeTwTfBTbthers it givesjassurance of salva- 
tionTjSut toliccep'brlreject any doctrinoorrthe basis of the 
reception given to it is an anti-Christian methodology. When 
Berkouwer also says that a determining God cannot be re¬ 
lied upon, and that such a view destroys the covenant, a logi- 
caljnind would come to the opposite conclusion. But Ber¬ 
kouwer doesjioUikeiogic. He further objects to a “specula- 
tive’ r 3octrine which pictures God’s sovereignty “abstractly.” 
Theologians who use these two terms in such a connection 
usually give them no definition. If t here be such t hings as 
abstract concepts, for I re jec t the Aristotelian theory orib- 
stractj omT )uTTf there are such-wo uld not justification and 


sanctification be examples? Are abstractions inimical to rev¬ 
elation? Is not the doctrine o f propitiation a bstract? Is not 
every doctrine? They were all a bstracted f rom Scripture. 

Berkouwer’s procedure in deciding what to preach and 
what not to preach is to estimate the degree to which a topic 
will arouse faith in a hearer. Paul must have been very wrong 
in preaching the whole counsel of God, for much or at least 
some of the divine revelation arouses opposition instead. 
Furthermore, no preacher can arouse faith in an unbeliever. 
Faith is a giftfr om God. G o d ch ooses those to whom he will 
give tKis~gffT This is certainly an arbitrary choice, in the 
sense tFaTruIqualitiHTcTiarajTerisU^ 
of th e sinnerlnduced Godlo choose him. Call i^bitrary or 
sovereignpln th i s^ase the t wo words me atLthe^amlTHrng; 
and surely it contributes more to comfort than to despair, in 
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spite of Berkouwer’s contrary opinion.* 

Of course some people aret &ssured of their salvation w ho 
ought not to be. The Roman chur ch assures many. Others are 
assured that God is too good to punish anyorie7But, as just 
said, the reactions of auditors are not the criterion for choos¬ 
ing a sermon topic; and in any case the fact that there are 
innumerable reactions to the same material makes such a choice 
impossible. The same sermon will be welcomed by one man 
on the right of the middle aisle and greatly irritate the lady on 
the left. Paul said, “I urge you, imitate me” (1 Corinthians 
4:16; 11:1), and he preached the whole counsel of God. 

To return for a final note to Hodge’s attack on the Gov¬ 
ernmental Theory, he denies its accusation that the Biblical 
and orthodox theory implies the doctrine of limited atone¬ 
ment: “the true doctrine . . . does not [italics his] logically 
lead to any consequences which can be accurately expressed 
by the phrase limited [italics his] atonement” (343). Incred¬ 
ible! But that is precisely what he says. 

Ending these paragraphs on the Governmental Theory, 
and resuming the discussion of the justice of God in imput¬ 
ing guilt to Adam’s posterity, we now proceed to the ques¬ 
tion, “On what ground of justice does God inflict” not merely 
later punishment but particularly the “antenatal forfeiture” 
of the rights of newly created moral agents? Hodge classi¬ 
fies the answer under two methods. First, the subject may be 
discussed either on purely rationalistic principles, or on an 
interpretation of Scripture. Hodge should not only prefer this 
classification of the several views, but he should himself 
operate on purely rationalistic principles in conformity with 
his reliance on “the universal experience of mankind ... as 


* For a masterful analysis of Berkouwer, compare Berkouwer’s Doctrine of 
Election, Alvin L. Baker, Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company, 
1981. 
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universally conceded.” Actually he classifies the several 
views as either the affirmation or the denial of antenatal for¬ 
feiture . He asserts, what seems dubious, that these two meth¬ 
ods amount to the same thing (83, 84). 

There is no need to summarize Hodge’s objections to 
Manichaeanism, for few such dualists remain today. But there 
are plenty who try to explain “how and why men always com¬ 
mence their conscious existence [as?] habitual sinners . . . 
by affirming the absolute self-determining power of the hu¬ 
man will, and the consequent absolute ‘impreventability of 
sin’ ” (85). 

Here Hodge’s language is confusing, but his thought is 
clear. These people do not try to explain how and why men 
always commence their lives as sinners. The t heologia ns re¬ 
ferred to deny that babies__co mmen _ce as sinners. They are 
born fifnot right eo us, at least sinless. The n by free wi ll they 
later choose to sin. Hodge perceptively notes that if this were 
so, onewould expect at least a few to choose not to sin. 

A different view does a little more justice to the 
universality of sin. The so-called New England Theology of 
Samuel Hopkins, the younger Edwards, and some others- 
though perhaps not popular in its precise original form, and 
by this time eclipsed by neo-orthodoxy-nevertheless has 
some descendants among the Arminian-minded groups. For 
example, a Baptist friend of mine believed that children are 
sinless until they reach the age of ten or twelve, then they 
sin, and then they need to be saved. Though the earlier form 
of this view seems to have based universal sin on the sover¬ 
eignty of God-an idea Hodge detested and condemns as pan¬ 
theism, which it is not, or “virtual pantheism” (89), a phrase 
whose meaning is unclear-the later form of the theory ex¬ 
plains universal sinfulness as an inheritance of the parents’ 
inherited corruption. This corruption is not a penal conse¬ 
quence of Adam’s sin, but a result of the natural laws of re- 
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production. In this view, federal headship-with its difficul¬ 
ties relative to substitution in criminal cases-has no stand¬ 
ing. PhiI Hren are guilty of their own volu ntary transgressions, 
not o f Adam 's.* 

Another view which Hodge, not so justly, condemns is 
that of W.G.T Shedd. It may be called Platonic Realism. 
Hodge describes it as asserting that “every individual mem¬ 
ber [of the human race, Christ excepted] was physically nu¬ 
merically one with” Adam. Now, if this is what Shedd said 
or thought, Hodge could very legitimately call it nonsense. 
Adam, Moses, and Paul are not numerically the same physi¬ 
cal person. But can we suppose that Shedd, who was at least 
moderately intelligent, said or thought so? Though Hodge 
does not cite the pages, he seems to be referring to Shedd’s 
Dogmatic Theology, Volume II, 30ff. The passage begins 
with the words, “The doctrine of the specific unity of Adam 
and his posterity removes the great difficulties . . . that arise 
from the injustice of punishing a person for a sin in which he 
had no kind of participation.” The next page says, “Adam 
and his posterity were specifically one in the apostasy.” This 
specific unity is mentioned a second time on the same page. 
On page 32, he complains that “Edwards supposes a unity of 
individual [italics his] persons aggregated together instead 
of a simple specific nature not yet individualized by propa¬ 
gation as in Augustinianism.” In these pages, note the rep¬ 
etition of specific unity. 

Now if Shedd had never mentioned numerical unity at 
all, Hodge would not have written as he did. Shedd does in¬ 
deed refer to a numerical unity and, because of the history of 
realism and empirical nominalism, the language seems 
strange. On page 35 Shedd says, “Augustine affirms . . . both 

* An interested student should read an account of Placaeus and the French 
National Synod at Charenton, December 1644-January 1645. 
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a specific and numerical [italics his] unity.. . . Specific unity 
is of course the unity of a species. ... A numerical may, or 
may not be a specific unity.” This last phrase is strange be¬ 
cause it is so unplatonic. Plato kept the Ideas or species quite 
distinct from the individual sensory objects, so that we do 
not expect anyone to say that a specific unity may be a nu¬ 
merical unity. But Shedd says it. To continue: 

In the instance of man the unity is both numerical and 
specific. The human nature while in Adam is both numerically 
and specifically one. But when it is subdivided and individual¬ 
ized by propagation, it is no longer numerically one. The nu¬ 
merically one human nature becomes a multitude of individual 
persons, who are no longer the single numerical unity which 
they were at first. But they are still specifically one. 

I must confess that I feel some sympathy for Hodge as he 
rejects Shedd; but I also hold that he has misunderstood Shedd’s 
position, which Shedd himself has inexcusably confused. 

Shedd began by stressing specific unity. Like a good 
Augustinian, he sharply distinguishes between species and 
individuals. “A specific unity,” he says, “implies the possi¬ 
bility of the division of the one numerical substance among 
the propagated individuals of the species.” But the latter half 
of this sentence is not good Augustinianism. The specific 
unity is never so divided that a part of it goes to one indi¬ 
vidual and another part of it to another individual. If this 
were so, as Plato made clear, no individual would be a man; 
he would be only part of a man. The species or Idea must be 
found entire, not divided, in every individual of the species. 
Now, it seems to me that-no matter how much Shedd oscil- 
lated-he meant, when speaking of the numerical unity of the 
species, simply that the species rose is one species and the 
species man is a second species. We cannot attribute to Shedd 
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the utter stupidity of having said or thought that Moses and 
David were numerically the same individual. 

Shedd intends his theory to alleviate the difficulty most 
people have with the notion that a remote grandchild must 
be punished for the sin of his distant ancestor. Perhaps it 
does, perhaps not. In any case, so it seems to me, we are not 
obliged to satisfy “the profound convictions of the human 
conscience” (36). Representation can rest on divine sover¬ 
eignty alone, and really must, for the so-called profound con¬ 
victions are those of a race whose every member has a mind 
distorted by sin. But though Augustinianism does not by 
this justify the ways of God to man, it indeed helps one to 
understand what those ways are. 

17. Traducianism 

The various theological doctrines are so interwoven that 
it is sometimes difficult to know in what order to discuss 
them. As a professor once said of a work on philosophy, and 
no doubt of all works on philosophy, so also with theology: 
One cannot junde rsta nd the fir st chapter until after he has 
understood the last chapter. Shedd had prepared for the sub¬ 
jects just discussed in our previous section by a long pas¬ 
sage on the origin of individual souls. He put it in his chap¬ 
ter on “Creation.” Hodge might well have done so, for he 
holds to the immediate creation of every soul at the moment 
of conception. But Shedd holds that the souls of the children 
are as much derived from their parents as their bodies are. 
The plan of the present treatise is to connect the origin of 
souls with federal headship and the imputation of guilt from 
Adam. The origin of souls was mentioned in that section, 
but its discussion was deferred. 

Both Hodges are creationists. They both teach that each 
successive human soul is immediately created by God in bil- 
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lions of cases, billions of separate acts of creation. But A.A. 
Hodge’s defense of this position and his arguments against 
traducianism are both beset with difficulties. In the first place 
he acknowledges (The Atonement, 111) that “without going 
the length of Realism, it appears probable that the divinely 
ordained representative ... is conditioned on the generic unity 
of men as constituting a race propagated by generation.” Note 
the term propagated. This means that tra-ducianism is at least 
plausible. But Hodge does not want to go “the length of 
Realism.” But if not, then what? Everyone who has had an 
introductory course in philosophy knows, or should know, 
that Aristotle and John Locke proposed an em-pirical method 
by which sensory observation could be transmuted into ab¬ 
stract concepts, which in turn form the basis for universal 
propositions. But Aristotle never spelled out the method; he 
depended on an illustration of an army in rout. Locke was 
more specific, but Berkeley demolished his argument. Hence 
the more philosophical readers may here wish to consider 
whether the generic unity Hodge suggests can be produced 
without adopting the realism he detests. As for Christ him¬ 
self, though traducianism-operating through Mary alone-can 
account for his human soul, his federal headship cannot be 
accounted for either by creationism or by traducianism. It 
cannot be accounted for by creationism because even if his 
human soul had been a special creation, it is the Person and 
not just the human nature that is the federal head: It cannot 
be accounted for by traducianism because Christ had no de¬ 
scendants. But this is not the case with Adam. 

One reason why A.A. Hodge makes such a poor case 
for creationism is his imperious urge to refute realism. Thus 
he says, “The doctrine that each soul is severally and imme¬ 
diately created by God at the instant of conception* is obvi- 

* Note well that these words absolve from the charge of misrepresentation 
everyone who reports that creationism teaches the immediate creation of 
each and every soul. 
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ously and absolutely inconsistent with the realistic view of 
human nature. No Creationist can be a Realist" (102). I am 
not sure that this emphatic statement is altogether correct. 
For one thing, it may be possible for a creationist and a real¬ 
ist to agree on the constitution of human nature without agree¬ 
ing on the immediate origin of each soul. Nor is it true that 
every realist agrees with Plato. Shedd certainly believed that 
God created the world, and he did not believe in the preexis¬ 
tence of souls; whereas Plato had no place for any strictly 
creative Deity. After all, Augustine was a realist and he ar¬ 
gued strongly against Plotinus in favor of creation. 

Since Hodge is so strongly opposed to realism, one may 
oppose Hodge on that basis. For example, the theory of imagi¬ 
nation by which Aristotle aimed to produce concepts which 
in turn would make universal judgments possible is open to 
devastating attack.* Then if Aristotelian conceptualism be 
rejected, only realism and nominalism remain; and the latter 
must reduce the Trinity to tritheism or atheism. But the more 
immediate rebuttal, and the one more appropriate to the 
present treatise, is the Scriptural material. 

Hodge seems to think that traducianism is inconsistent 
with the federal headship of Adam: “Calvin . . . [and others] 
unite in affirming that we were in Adam representatively; 
that we really and truly sinned in him because his sin is our 
sin, really and truly our sin as to its federal responsibility” 
(103). But far from denying federal headship, traducianism 
offers a possible-even a probable-explanation of why God 
chose Adam to be our federal head. Creationism allows only 
a physical or corporeal, not a spiritual, connection between 
us and Adam. 

Yet Hodge wants “hereditary corruption” (104). But 
how can corruption be hereditary if every new soul is an im- 


* Compare my Three Types of Religious Philosophy, 2d ed., The Trinity 
Foundation, 1989; chapter 3. See also several other of my books. 
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mediate creation? Hodge surely does not help himself by his 
incomplete disjunctions. On two successive pages (103,104) 
he argues, “these men [Calvin, Beza, Turretin] were not Re¬ 
alists . . . they specifically explain . . . that we were in Adam 
representatively.” Hodge’s disguised premises are (1) that 
federal representation is impossible in realism, and (2) that 
Adam’s being our representative cannot be harmonized with 
traducianism. These two premises are clearly untrue, for 
traducianism not only aims at but succeeds in making repre- 
sentationism more easily understandable. The two do not form 
an exclusive disjunction as Hodge maintains. 

Another poor argument shortly appears. “If the entire 
genus was in Adam, the entire antediluvian race was, in the 
same sense, in Noah. If we were guilty co-agents in the first 
sin of the one ... we must be . . . guilty of every one of the 
sins of Noah” (106). This paragraph teems with confusion. 
First, we are indeed descendants of Noah. Second, the en¬ 
tire genus was in Noah and is in us too. Otherwise we would 
not be human beings. As Plato so clearly said in his 
Parmenides, the Idea, or genus, is not like a canopy or tent 
in which each man is directly under only a part of the cover¬ 
ing. The Idea or definition must be complete in every indi¬ 
vidual case, or in better Platonic language, every man must 
participate in the whole Idea. 

But this in no way implies that we are guilty of any-let 
alone every one-of the sins of Noah. In fact, we are not 
guilty even of Adam’s sins-that is, his second, third, and 
fourth sins. We are guilty only of his first sin. Just because 
the federal head of the whole human race must be, or most 
appropriately is, its ancestor, it by no means follows that every 
ancestor must be a federal head. Hodge’s logic is bad, very 
bad. Actually he is applying simple conversion to a univer¬ 
sal affirmative. The point is that God chose Adam as federal 
head of the race; he did not so choose Noah. Had he chosen 
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Noah and not Adam, then the antediluvians would not have 
been guilty of Adam’s sin. Traducianism is a plausible ex¬ 
planation of federal headship, but it does not require two or 
more federal heads to make the race guilty. 

Hodge’s failure to refute traducianism and realism does 
not prove that these two theories are true. There may be bet¬ 
ter objections than those Hodge has made. I do not happen 
to know any 

However, one’s decision must be based on Scripture. 
And there are indeed Scriptural passages which, to put it 
modestly, seem to favor Shedd rather than Hodge. 

Shedd divides his argument for traducianism into three 
parts: (1) Scripture, (2) Systematic Theology, (3) Physiol¬ 
ogy. The third part may be interesting, but it is useless. The 
first and second parts are the same thing. The second simply 
organizes the first. Therefore Shedd and the present treatise 
base the case on Scripture. 

Shedd begins, “the Bible teaches that man is a spe¬ 
cies, and the idea [or definition] of a species implies the 
propagation of the entire individual out of it” (II, 19). This 
was what was meant a page ago in the reference to a cover¬ 
ing tent in Plato’s Parmenides. That the human race is a 
species, Shedd defends by the use of the term man in Gen¬ 
esis 1:26,27. Note that God said, “Let us make man in our 
image ... let them have dominion. . . . male and female he 
created them.” Man or Adam did not become a proper mas¬ 
culine noun until Genesis 2:19. Note too that Genesis 46:26 
speaks of “the souls that came with Jacob into Egypt, which 
came out of his loins” (King James Version). Shedd also 
quotes half a dozen verses from the New Testament. When 
Eve was taken from Adam’s side, there is no mention of the 
creation of a second soul. Eve totally came out of Adam (1 
Corinthians 11:8). This supports the view that any child of 
Adam and Eve was born totally a member of the species. 
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The entire person, not just his body, is propagated. 

One may object that the new soul was immediately cre¬ 
ated, but that its creation is just not mentioned. Reply: Doc¬ 
trines should not be based on silence. 

It is not my desire to summarize Shedd’s fifty or sixty 
pages of Scriptural argument. His work is easily obtainable, 
and the student is urged to study it. However, whether found 
in Shedd or elsewhere, more Scriptural references than two 
or three in Genesis are needed. 

That the propagation of the race is only corporeal, and 
not spiritual or mental also, that only the child’s body and 
not his soul comes from the parents, seems to be denied in 
John 3:6: “That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that 
which is born of the spirit is spirit.” The Greek verb, occuring 
twice in this verse and five times in the context, is gennao, 
begat. It is the same verb that one finds in Matthew 1:1-16. 
In John 3:6 Christ is speaking to Nicodemus, and “that which 
is born of flesh” is Nicodemus’ unregenerated soul rather 
than his physical body. The verb indicates that Nicodemus 
received his unregenerated soul from his parents. This pre¬ 
vents the interpretation that sarx always refer to a sinful soul. 
To return to John again, 1:14 says that the Word was made 
flesh (sarx). Consider: The Word did not merely take to him¬ 
self a physical body; he also took a reasonable or rational 
soul. He got them both through Mary. Similarly, sarx in 
John 17:2 does not mean the body-certainly not the body 
alone-but rather Jesus gives eternal life to souls. Sarx some¬ 
times means man’s depraved nature, but this only enforces 
the point that it means the soul. A body cannot sin. There¬ 
fore, the soul of Nicodemus came from his parents. 

John 1:14 has already been mentioned, but one should 
also notice that the preceding verse denies that spiritual birth 
depends on heredity (“not of blood”); but though natural birth 
is not explicitly mentioned, the verse implies that natural birth 
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does so depend. Hence both soul and body come from parents. 
The soul, as well as the body, is bom (compare again, 3:6). 

Acts 17:26 does not say that God hath made of one blood 
all nations with respect to their bodies alone. The following 
verse, with its phrase “seek the Lord,” clearly includes a 
man’s mind or soul. Shedd and others cite other verses which 
interested students can search out. The accumulation of verses 
is important because some creationists give the impression 
that traducianism has only a few verses in its favor,* whereas 
the number is considerable. 

The most important argument for traducianism is based 
on Genesis 2:2, 3. “God . . . rested from all his work.” “In 
six days the Lord made the Heaven and the Earth . . . and 
rested the seventh day” (Exodus 20:11). “God rested . . . 
from all his works (apo panton ton ergon) ” (Hebrews 4:4). 

Perhaps the reader will permit a paragraph on Charles 
Hodge also. In his Systematic Theology (II, 68ff.) he dis¬ 
cusses traducianism and creationism. Most of the section on 
the former depends on the alleged silence of Scripture on the 
subject; the various passages that traducianists use, he claims, 
are inconclusive. He even asserts, “The more enlightened 
and candid advocates of traducianism admit that the Scrip¬ 
tures are silent on the subject” (68). This means, of course, 
that Shedd-who used Scripture passages-was either not en¬ 
lightened or not candid. Hodge understands the word flesh, 
in those passages already cited, to mean precisely the body 
in contrast with the soul. Then when he comes to the trans¬ 
mission of inborn depravity, and the difficulty of thinking 
that God immediately creates sinful souls, he appeals to sec¬ 
ondary and mediate causes, thus abandoning the idea of im¬ 
mediate creation: “We do not know how the agency 


* Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 200: “The few scriptural passages 
. . . , no clear teaching of scripture. . . .” At least Berkhof is honest enough 
to apply these remarks to both views. 
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of God is connected with the operation of second causes, 
how far that agency is mediate, and how far it is immediate” 
(69). Certainly this is a surrender of creationism. Tra- 
ducianists are willing to say that the souls of men are “cre¬ 
ated” mediately, i.e., by the mediation of parents, just as we 
may also speak of trees and animals as created objects. But 
these created objects on my front lawn were mediately cre¬ 
ated through the seeds or slips from earlier plants. 

Charles Hodge at this point refers to his later chapter 
on original sin as a more explicit defense of creationism and 
the difficulty with God’s immediate creation of sinful souls. 
This reference I take to be pages 222ff. and perhaps also 
page 253. But none of this relieves him of his duplicity. On 
the latter page he allows that “It is moreover a historical fact 
universally admitted, that character, within certain limits, is 
transmissible from parents to children. Every nation, sepa¬ 
rate tribe, and even every extended family of men, has its 
physical, mental, social, and moral peculiarities which are 
propagated from generation to generation.” But if God im¬ 
mediately creates the soul of the child, no mental or moral 
characteristics can be propagated. 

The earlier section is equally unsatisfactory. His sub¬ 
head was “Realism No Solution of the Problem of Original 
Sin.” The main deficiency in his argument is that tra- 
ducianism, as a theory of the origin of the soul, never claims 
to explain original sin. It is a view of the origin of the souls 
of Adam and Eve’s descendants. Beyond that it may add 
that the derivation of the children’s souls from their parents 
ties in nicely with God’s choice of Adam as their federal 
head. This would have been so even if Adam had not sinned. 
But while traducianism and original sin are related, for all 
doctrines are in some way related in one system, the latter 
must receive its own explanation. Or, as another example, 
the Atonement as such is not an explanation of our sanctifi- 
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cation. Nor do the sacraments explain our resurrection at 
Christ’s return. Hence Hodge’s attempt to refute traducianism, 
or realism, on the ground that it does not solve the problem 
of original sin is worthless. 

All the less do these pages (222ff.) refute traducianism. 
The main reason is that Hodge is violently opposed to real¬ 
ism. In fact his argument against realism begins two pages 
back. A few paragraphs ago I urged several objections against 
Hodge’s arguments. Maybe one more is allowable and suf¬ 
ficient: 


Realism . . . subverts the doctrine of the Trinity in so far 
that it makes the Father, Son, and Spirit one God only in the 
sense in which all men are one man. The persons of the Trinity 
are one God, because they are one in essence or substance; and 
all men are one because they are one in essence. The answers 
which Trinitarian realists give to this objection are unsatisfacto¬ 
ry, because they assume the divisibility, and consequently the 
materiality of Spirit. 

This quotation consists of three sentences. The first sen¬ 
tence is doubtful. Hodge does not cite any author. Naturally 
the Persons of the Trinity are one in the sense that all men 
are one, and all horses; but it does not follow that the three 
Persons are one only in that sense. For example, three hu¬ 
man beings have three wills; but the three Persons have but 
one will. Hence the diversification of human beings is not 
identical to the diversification of the Persons, for which rea¬ 
son we cannot assert that the two unities are completely iden¬ 
tical. The second sentence seems to me to be quite true and 
therefore no objection. Sentence three takes it as an objec¬ 
tion and offers an alleged reply. Realists, says Hodge, as¬ 
sume the divisibility of essence and the materiality of Spirit. 
Hodge capitalizes the S. Now if pagan Plato was worse than 
Christian realists, he must have all the more asserted the di- 
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visibility of the essence. Actually he ridiculed it. Did Hodge 
never read Plato’s Parmenides? And to suppose that Chris¬ 
tian traducianists or Christian realists teach the materiality 
of Spirit, either the Holy Spirit or the human spirit, is ridicu¬ 
lous. Traducianists are traducianists because they believe 
that not only are the children’s bodies derived from their 
parents’ bodies, but also that their immaterial souls are 
equally derived from their parents’ immaterial souls. 

Kind reader, permit me to add a personal remark. I con¬ 
sider Charles Hodge by far the best of all American theolo¬ 
gians. But his Scottish common sense philosophy was forti¬ 
fied with too much usquebaugh before he imbibed it. 

J. Oliver Buswell, Jr. defends creationism in a most 
unfortunate way. In his A Systematic Theology of the Chris¬ 
tian Religion (Zondervan, 1962,1, 250-252) he speaks three 
times of Christ having been born with a sinless body: “The 
body of Christ was perfectly sinless.” Nothing is said about 
a sinless soul. This is peculiarly strange, for-contrary to or¬ 
thodox doctrine-Buswell teaches that “He, that is, his per¬ 
sonal eternal being, his soul, became a human person, a hu¬ 
man soul, without in any way ceasing to be a divine person, 
a divine Soul” (251). But this is Nestorianism unless Buswell 
means to annihilate the divine Person, and other creationists 
would not be pleased with this defense of their doctrine. 

This section will now conclude with a review of the 
objections raised against traducianism by Louis BerkhoffSys- 
tematic Theology, 197-201). 

Berkhof begins with a short but very fair statement of 
traducianism, including some of its Scriptural support. He 
refers to only one verse in favor of creationism, namely, 
Psalm 104:30. But if this verse teaches creationism, it fol¬ 
lows that the souls of all animals and all plants are also 
immediately created. Now, it is true that the Old Testament 
assigns both souls and spirits to animals, and if a creation- 
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ist wishes to accept the point, he is consistent. Those who 
oppose the theory of traducianism in the case of human 
beines, but assert it of animals, are inconsistent. An inter- 
esting, if inconclusive, point. But it certainly keeps God 
busy creating. 

Berkhof’s first objection is only half an objection. He 
begins by appealing to the simplicity and indivisibility of 
the soul, and concludes that the souls of the parents cannot 
divide to make a new soul. He offers no Scriptural support 
for this; and, as previously noted, the soul of Eve seems to 
be a contrary example. The second part of the first objection 
is a question: Does the new soul originate from the father or 
from the mother, or from both? Medieval theologians, as I 
have heard, held that the body comes from the mother and 
the soul from the father. That it comes from both is more 
plausible. Eve’s soul was surely a special case; Christ’s hu¬ 
man soul could have come only from Mary. This was also a 
special, miraculous case. But inability to answer this ques¬ 
tion is no refutation of traducianism, especially if Scripture 
favors the fact. 

Berkhof presses this question in his second objection 
by asserting that if the new soul is potentially in the souls of 
the parents, traducianism must be a form of materialism. This 
is utter nonsense. He also adds that it would make the par¬ 
ents creators. But since he cannot deny that the bodies of 
babies come from their parents, he must, if consistent, ac¬ 
knowledge that parents are indeed creators of bodies. It is 
strange how a truly intelligent theologian can be so irratio¬ 
nal. The third objection is not an objection at all: It is some¬ 
thing that traducianists admit, indeed assert, and use as an 
objection against creationism. Berkhof says, “(3) It proceeds 
on the assumption that, after the original creation, God works 
only mediately” (198). This, however, is not precisely an 
assumption: It is an exegesis of Scripture. 
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Berkhof also argues that God in regeneration does not 
act mediately but immediately creates a new soul. Now, it is 
true that the apostle speaks about a new man and even a “new 
creature” (2 Corinthians 5:17; Galatians 6:15). But if the 
Greek word in these two verses be understood as bara is 
used in Genesis, there would have come into being, ex nihilo, 
another person. One must remember that regeneration, in the 
epistles, is usually called a resurrection . Resurrection allows 
the individual sinner to remain himself. Well, re-generation 
does so too. Creation ex nihilo produces someone else. 

The fourth objection is one that has become all too fa¬ 
miliar with us through the Hodges. Traducianism is realism, 
and realism is bad. Without repeating the philosophic argu¬ 
ments about species, universal propositions, and nonexistent 
images, we deny, on the basis of arguments already given, 
that traducianism “fails to give a satisfactory answer to the 
question why men are held responsible only for the first sin 
of Adam, and not for his later sins, nor for the sins of the rest 
of their forebears.” This matter will appear again in the dis¬ 
cussion on sovereignty. 

Berkhof’s fifth and last objection is equally faulty. 
Briefly it is that traducianism would result in Christ’s having 
a depraved human soul. But this assumes that Adam was 
Christ’s representative and federal head. This, however, is 
not the case, and the Westminster Confession explicitly rules 
it out: “. . . the guilt of this sin was imputed, and the same 
death in sin and corrupted nature conveyed to all their pos¬ 
terity descending from them by ordinary generation ” (VI, 
3). Incidentally, the verb conveyed suggests traducianism. 
The birth of Christ was miraculous and is not to be subsumed 
under the otherwise universal rule. 

Berkhof then argues for creationism, first on an exegeti- 
cal basis. Ecclesiastes 12:7, “Then the dust will return to the 
earth as it was, and the spirit will return to God who gave it,” 
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indicates “different origins” for soul and body. This is not 
surprising: Genesis 2:7 says so. But neither verse specifies 
the mode of propagation. God immediately formed earth into 
a body for Adam; does that mean that God immediately does 
the same for every individual? How Isaiah 42:5 fits into 
Berkhof’s theory is difficult to say. Zechariah 12:1 says that 
God "forms the spirit of man within him.” But Amos 4:13, 
with the same Hebrew verb, says that God “forms the moun¬ 
tains, and creates the wind.” Does God immediately create 
every wind that blows down from Canada to chill us each 
winter? Did not God form a mountain in a Mexican corn¬ 
field a few years ago? It took him about a year to do it. He¬ 
brews 12:9, which Berkhof next cites, speaks of God as “the 
Father of spirits.” How can one get creationism out of this? 
He quotes “Delitzsch, though a traducianist [as saying], 
‘There can hardly be a more classical proof text for creation¬ 
ism.’ ” One cannot but wonder whether Delitzsch was speak¬ 
ing sarcastically, for if this is the best text creationists can 
find, traducianists need have no fear. In ancient Jewish soci¬ 
ety, and sometimes in American English, the Xzrm father does 
not mean a boy’s immediate parent. Abraham Lincoln said, 
“Four score and seven years ago, our fathers. . . .” The Jews 
regularly referred to Abraham as their father (John 8:39). If 
the verse has any reference at all to the origin of souls, it 
suggests traducianism, not creationism. Berkhof really gives 
his case away by adding to the verse in Hebrews 12:9, Num¬ 
bers 16:22, which says merely that God is the God of the 
spirits of all flesh. Well, of course; God is the God of all the 
universe. 

The second argument is the philosophical point that 
while creationism recognizes “the immaterial and spiritual 
and therefore indivisible nature of the soul of man ... the 
traducian theory on the other hand posits a derivation of es¬ 
sence, which, as is generally admitted, necessarily implies 
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separation or division of essence.” This is a misunderstand¬ 
ing of realism, one which the Parmenides ridiculed. Perhaps 
Berkhof is thinking of Tertullian. But Tertullian, though a 
Christian and an important person in the development of the 
doctrine of the Trinity, was, strangely enough, a materialist. 
Very few Christians have been materialists. The next one I 
can think of was Thomas Hobbes in the seventeenth century. 
More recently, behaviorism has been making headway in 
Christian colleges; but clearly this is not Christianity. At 
any rate Shedd and others were not materialists. 

The third and last argument concerns Christology and 
argues that traducianism must make Jesus guilty of Adam’s 
first sin. This was refuted earlier, and some elucidation will 
follow in the next section.* 

18. The Sovereignty of God 

Many of the matters discussed in the earlier sections- 
the covenants, the Incarnation, the Satisfaction, and indeed 
absolute necessity-come to a head under the rubric of sover- 
eignty. One question previously raised was whetherTiod 


* In spite of the life and death seriousness of the doctrine of the Atone- 
ment-a seriousness which on one occasion forced Peter to cry out, “Depart 
from me, for I am a sinful man,” and by which the more conscientious per¬ 
son is affected more than the less conscientious-some unintentional humor 
occasionally relieves the tension. In a sermon before the London Baptist 
Congress, from which he quotes in his Systematic Theology (II, 673-674), 
A.H. Strong, combining a defense of the true human nature of Christ with 
some reference to his federal headship, wrote: “Jesus ... is the representa¬ 
tive of all humanity. Consider for a moment what is implied in your being a 
man. How many parents had you? You answer, Two. How many grandpar¬ 
ents? You answer, Four. How many great grandparents? Eight. How many 
great-great grandparents? Sixteen. So the number of ancestors increases as 
you go further back, and if you take in only twenty generations, you will 
have to reckon yourself as the outcome of more than a million progenitors.” 
If so, may I add that if you take it back to Noah your ancestors-not in ag¬ 
gregate, but in that generation-will be several billion; whereas as a matter 
of fact they are exactly eight. Two at the time of Adam. 
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could have sovereignly dispensed with justice. The two 
Hodges decide in favor of justice and reject sovereignty. Let 
the reader understand that this treatise maintains th at Christ 
sat isfied the justice of his Father . What the treatise aims to 
show is that the Hodges and others have formulated an in¬ 
correct disjunction between the two. Or, to anticipate, jus¬ 
tice is itself based on sovereignty. This includes the idea that 
the Atonement was absolutely ne cessary. The theology of 
Charles Hodge is impeccable on nearly every point, yet some 
of his paragraphs (as I have indicated in other publications) 
suffer from confusion. 

The question, How is justice related to sovereignty? can 
arise only within the sphere of Calvinism. Lutheran theol¬ 
ogy is more anthropocentric than theocentric. Krauth, an in¬ 
fluential Lutheran theologian, in his The Conservative Ref¬ 
ormation and Its Theology (\23ff.), claims that Arminius was 
largely influenced by Lutheranism. Krauth’s decisive example 
is Arminius’ choice and denial of the five points of Calvin¬ 
ism: It was Arminius, not some Calvinist, who selected the 
TULIP as the essence of Calvinism. On this, says Krauth, 
Arminianism and Lutheranism are in accord. Some semi- 
Calvinists are in partial agreement. A.H. Strong (Systematic 
Theology, II, 635) remarks, “We prefer to attribute God’s 
dealings to justice, rather than to sovereignty.” This state¬ 
ment is immediately connected with the imputation of Adam’s 
guilt to his posterity, but it is reasonable to suppose that Strong 
would say the same thing of the Atonement also. The state¬ 
ment is vague, suggesting a mere preference that would al¬ 
low some role to sovereignty if one should press it. Strong 
supports his preference by five considerations. The first is, 
“A probation [in the case of Adam] is more consistent with 
divine justice than a separate probation of each individual.” 
If we end the sentence here, the reply is that most people 
would insist that a probation of each individual is more just, 
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while imputation more clearly depends on sovereignty. Ac¬ 
tually the sentence continues: “of each individual with [his] 
inexperience, inborn depravity, and evil example, all favor¬ 
able to a decision against God.” But with the exception of 
the evil example, the conditions falsify the situation. Adam 
was equally inexperienced, and a probation for each indi¬ 
vidual could only occur if each were innocent as Adam was. 
That is, the theory rejects inborn depravity. Hence, the argu¬ 
ment fails on two counts. Second, “A constitution which made 
a common fall possible may have been indispensable to any 
provision of a common salvation.” The answer is, “may have 
been” is insufficient. To prove his point, Strong should have 
said “must have been.” Perhaps it is wise to omit Strong’s 
other reasons. They all seem irrelevant to me, but the reader 
can read Strong for himself and decide. 

However, as was just said, the problem is essentially a 
problem for Calvinism because, unlike the other theologies, 
it stresses both justice and sovereignty. The question is, How 
are they related? 

On this subject Charles Hodge has a peculiar paragraph. 
It seems to contradict itself. The subhead (Systematic Theol¬ 
ogy’, I, 539) is “The Decrees of God are Free,” and the fol¬ 
lowing quotation is a part of it: 

They [the decrees] are rational determinations, founded 
on sufficient reasons. This is opposed to the doctrine of neces¬ 
sity, which assumes that God acts by a mere necessity of na¬ 
ture, and that all that occurs is due to the law of development or 
of self-manifestation of the divine being. This reduces God to 
a mere natura naturans, or vis formativa, which acts without 
design. The true doctrine is opposed also to the idea that the 
only cause of events is an intellectual force analogous to the 
instincts of irrational animals. The acts performed under the 
guidance of instinct are not free acts, for liberty is a libertia 
rationalis, spontaneity determined by reason. It is therefore 



125 


The Sovereignty of God 

involved in the idea of God as a rational and personal being that 
his decrees are free. He was free to create or not to create ... to 
act or not to act. . . not from any blind necessity, but according 
to the counsel of his own will. 

This paragraph contains considerable confusion; but be¬ 
fore examining it, it will help to quote parts of a following 
paragraph in which Hodge more clearly shows his basic or¬ 
thodoxy. 

The decrees of God are free in the sense of being absolute 
or sovereign. . . . The decrees of God are in no case conditional. 
The event decreed is suspended on a condition, but the purpose 
of God is not. It is inconsistent with the nature of God to as¬ 
sume suspense or indecision on his part. If he has not abso¬ 
lutely determined on what is to occur, but waits until an unde¬ 
termined condition is or is not fulfilled, then his decrees can 
neither be eternal nor immutable. 

This latter paragraph is much clearer than the former. 
We may agree with the former that the decrees, including of 
course everything connected with the Atonement, are “ra¬ 
tional determinations.” By this phrase I understand that the 
whole plan of history is teleological. Prior events prepare 
for later events. Judas’ betrayal prepared for the arrest and 
the crucifixion. But contrary to what Hodge says, this does 
not rule out “the doctrine of necessity.” While one must re¬ 
ject the idea that there is any development in God, there is 
indeed development in history. Nor is the word “mere” very 
clear when Hodge says that God does not act by a mere ne¬ 
cessity of nature. If the term nature is meant to indicate the 
physical universe-Mother Nature as some poets call it, and 
natura naturans as Spinoza said-of course we agree with 
Hodge’s statement. Furthermore, Hodge’s reference to 
Spinoza seems to support the idea that he is thinking of the 
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universe. Spinoza was a pantheist who frequently used the 
phrase Deus sive Natura. But Hodge seems to me to have 
confused Mother Nature with the nature of God. The impor¬ 
tant question is whether God acts necessarily by his own 
nature. Could God have willed to save no one? Could God 
have willed that Anthony should have been victorious, or 
that the Due de Guise should have defeated Henry IV? If 
one says that the defeat of Anthony was necessitated and 
that God could not have willed otherwise, it does not fol- 
low-as Hodge seems to say it does-that God would have 
acted without design. Nor does the doctrine of necessity re¬ 
quire that God’s intellectual force be analogous to the in¬ 
stincts of irrational animals. At best Hodge has in his attack 
on Spinozism used language that can be applied to views 
that are not at all Spinozistic. And one of these views is the 
Christian doctrine of God and his decrees. 

One of the terms the Hodges use with confidence and 
satisfaction is freedom. G od was free to create or not to cre¬ 
ate; God was free to save or not to save men; but if he freely 
chose to save any, he was necessitated to sacrifice Christ. In 
this he was not free. It is reasonable to suppose that this lan¬ 
guage somewhat reflects the discussions on the free will of 
man. At any rate, the idea of God’s freedom should be clari¬ 
fied. Some types of freedom are obviously irrelevant to the 
present discussion: A man may be free from disease, free 
from prejudice, or free from his previous wife. Though these 
meanings are irrelevant, one notes that freedom is often-al- 
most always-freedom from something. 

Spinoza is an exception, for his freedom is a freedom 
to, A grain of wheat is free to grow if it is planted in good 
soil rather than having fallen on a rock where a bird can pick 
it up. The bird is more free than a grain of wheat because, if 
this rock had no grain of wheat on it, the bird can fly and 
find food elsewhere. A man is more free than a bird because 
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he can survive in many more circumstances. Thus, Spinoza 
says, freedom is not the ability to do eit her of two things in 
the same~dr£]imitaiic!e^ buTthelibinty to do the same thing 
in many circumstances^ 

Arm inian an d Romish freedom is the power of contrary 
choice. There is nothing-absolutely nothing-in any circum¬ 
stance in Heaven above, or Earth beneath, or the waters un¬ 
der the Earth-but especially in Heaven above-that necessi¬ 
tates a given volition. The o pposite choice is alway s as pos¬ 
sible as the one chosen. 

— But what might divine freedom be? One thing is clear. 
There is no power, circumstance, o r principle ExternaTt p God 
that necessitates or eve n i nduces him to do anything. Of 
course,(bef ore the creat ion_ofthe.world there were no cir¬ 
cumstances at all, though some philosopher might say that 
there were eternal principles external to him. But for the 
Christian there was nothing before he created something. But 
does this mean that God could have chosen not to create? 

The confusion that permeates discussion on this sub¬ 
ject arises from the rather natural impulse to understand the 
will of God as similar to the will of man, or, more accurately, 
similar to what many theologians think the will of man is. In 
particular, they picture God as earlier undecided, and later at 
a moment in time God makes a choice. The theologian may 
indeed recognize that there is no external motivation, but he 
still holds to the possibility that God could have willed oth¬ 
erwise. 

This confusion is due to the fact that the authors often 
forget that God is immutable. Grotius seems to have argued 
that no one form of Atonement is absolutely necessary. The 
law, he maintains, is a product of the divine will and not some¬ 
thing inherent in his nature. T herefore God is/reeto en force,; 
to a brogate, or in any way to alter .t he laws. Grotius is not 
the only one who seems to assume that God’s will is free in 
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the sense that he can change his mind at any time. Freedom, 
however, should be defined and the implications of the defi¬ 
nition should be stated. For example, human freedom may 
consist in the circumstance that one’s conduct is not deter¬ 
mined by physicochemical law. From this definition, if ac¬ 
cepted, it follows that the universe is not a mechanism. But, 
so far as this definition goes, human conduct can be necessi¬ 
tated by a divine teleological law. As /or th e freedom of God, 
he is surely free from control by any superior power, for there 
is n o~power s u perl or to God. But as immutable by nature- 
seeGrHTus T- 3Tstinction between will and nature a few lines 
above-God’s will and action are unalterable. 

Hodge, who rejects Grotius’ view of the Atonement, is 
perhaps a little, but not much, better. God, he says, “wills 
the precept because it is intrinsically right. . . . There must 
be an absolute standard of righteousness.” Such a statement 
places a standard of justice outside of God. The standard is 
intrinsically right, hence independent of God’s sovereignty- 
indeed, sovereignty has been abandoned. Hodge, however, 
wants to avoid this implication, for unlike Grotius, Hodge 
immediately adds, “This absolute standard is the divine na¬ 
ture . . . the divine intelligence.” This addition gives the 
impression of maintaining divine sovereignty as against any 
external power or principle. But it faces an equally difficult 
objection. It raises the question as to the difference between 
will and nature. What is nature? Do we not speak of the na¬ 
ture of this or that? Then must we not speak of the nature of 
God, the nature of God’s will, the nature of God’s intelli¬ 
gence? Nature is not a constituent of anything. It is simply 
the thing’s characteristics. God’s nature, like a dog’s nature, 
is such and such because such are the characteristics of the 
dog or of God. The nature is simply the way the dog or God 
acts. There is no nature that controls God’s will. As Isaac 
Watts once wrote, “Dogs delight to bark and bite, for ’tis 
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their nature to.”* 

In addition to examining the term nature , one must ask 
what is wilH If we speak of the human will, we refer to a 
somewhat momentary act of choice. After having considered 
the relative desirability of this versus that line of action, or 
(what is the same thing) between an action and doing noth¬ 
ing-such as investing in AT&T or just leaving the money in 
the checking account-and having puzzled over it indecisively 
for a period of time, we come to a conclusion and make our 
choice: We decide and do it. Then when we start to study 
theology and to consider the will of God, we are apt to think 
or subconsciously suppose that God makes decisions. He 
willed to create, he willed-after some deliberation-to save 
some, and so on. Though we may not say so out loud, we 
suppose that God was puzzled: He could create or he could 
refuse to create; he could or could refuse to save some; and 
if he decided to save some, he could use any means imagin¬ 
able. 

Now, although these choices are all of one nature, all 
subject to the same considerations, Hodge and others want 
to give the last question an answer different from their an¬ 
swer to the prior questions. This seems to me to be logically 
inconsistent; for if it relieves God of indecision on the last 
point, it pictures him as indecisive on the prior points, and 
assigns to him a relatively momentary act of choice. This 
makes God a temporal creature, or if not a creature, at least a 
temporal being. 

Such a view is utterly inconsistent with divine omni¬ 
science. The immutable God never learned anything and 
never changed his mind. He knew everything from eternity. 
This everything includes both the number of mosquitoes in 
Jackson Hole and the number of planets in the solar system. 

* The hymn, with animadversions on childhood, never became popular in 
the churches. 
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Underlying these two examples is the creation of a temporal 
universe. For time began with the creation of the first non- 
omniscient angel. 

Without claiming infallibility, and certainly not omni¬ 
science, I believe the above to be substantially what the Bible 
implies. Perhaps one should quote a few of the more clearly 
supporting verses. This is all the more appropriate because 
many, even most, of the volumes on Systematic Theology 
are strangely deficient at this point. Fortunately the indis¬ 
pensable Charnock fills the gap. Yet as Chamock shows, most 
of the Scriptural references are examples, rather than uni¬ 
versal claims. If God knows the number of hairs on our heads 
and calls all the stars by name and notices the fall of every 
sparrow, we are encouraged to believe that he knows every¬ 
thing. There are nonetheless certain more general statements 
and inferences from his other attributes. Some of the latter 
will be quoted first. 

The first of these verses is one that can easily be misun¬ 
derstood, but neither should it be undervalued. 

Psalm 147:5: Great is our Lord , and mighty in 

power; his understanding is infi¬ 
nite^ 

1 Samuel 2:3: The Lord is a God of knowledge. 

Colossians 2:3: ... in whom are hidden all the trea¬ 

sures of wisdom and knowledge. 


* Though this verse helps to confirm God’s omniscience, it must not be 
pressed too far. The Hebrew word does not mean infinite. In fact, Hebrew 
seems not to have any word meaning infinite. Mispar, the word in this verse, 
means a number. It can mean a small number or a large number. David sin¬ 
fully wanted to know the relatively small number of his people. God knows 
the relatively large number of the stars. It is a delicate question whether 
God’s knowledge is infinite in the English sense of the word. If it were. 
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These three, especially the latter two, are sufficiently 
universal and should, even by themselves, be considered 
conclusive. The next two might not seem universal by them¬ 
selves, but it would be difficult to deny their implications. 

Isaiah 46:10: . . . Declaring the end from the be¬ 

ginning . . . 

Hebrews 4:13: There is no creature that is hidden 

from his sight. 

Could anyone be bold enough to assert that there are 
some non-creatures which might not be manifest in his sight? 
The following verses show that God’s knowledge neither in¬ 
creases nor diminishes because he is immutable and eternal. 


Exodus 3:14: 
Psalm 90:2: 

Malachi 3:6: 

1 Timothy 1:17: 
James 1:17: 


I AM who I AM. 

From everlasting to everlasting you 
are God. 

I am the Lord, I do not change. 

. . . to the King eternal . . . 

. . . the Father of lights, with whom 
there is no variation or shadow of 
turning. 


Now come some verses that give examples, remarkable 
examples, of what God knows. Chamock cites dozens of such 
verses and expounds them all at length. Less than half a dozen 


God’s knowledge would be incomplete, if not unsystematic. The number of 
prime numbers equals the number of numbers because both are infinite; so 
that if God’s knowledge were infinite, there would always be an extra item 
beyond the last. There would be no completeness. It is true that there can 
be an infinite “number” of propositions by counting the series: Today is 
Tuesday, it is true that today is Tuesday, it is true that it is true that today is 
Tuesday, ad nauseam. 
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should suffice here. They all tie in with the doctrine of the 
Atonement. 


John 13:18: 
Romans 9:11: 

Ephesians 1:4: 
Ephesians 1:9: 

h I 'i° - 

2 Timothy 2:19: 


I know whom I have chosen. 

The children not yet being born . . . 
that the purpose of God according 
to election might stand. . . . 

. . . chose us in him before the foun¬ 
dation of the world. . . . 

. . . according to his good pleasure 
which he purposed in himself. . . 
. . . The Lord knows those who are 
his. 


Notice that the first and fifth verses quoted, not to men¬ 
tion the others, make sense only if there are some whom God 
did not choose and are not his. 

From the immutability and omniscience of God it fol¬ 
lows necessarily that there is indeed no other possible method 
of salvation-not, however, for the reasons Hodge gives, but 
simply because of this immutability. In much of this discus¬ 
sion, the authors speak as if God on one occasion produced 
an act of will and on another occasion he made another vol¬ 
untary act. The Westminster Standards, however, reproduce 
the Biblical position that God is immutable. Therefore not 
only is th e propitiatory method of atonement abso lutely nec- 
essary, but also the number of mosquitoes in the world at 
any given instant. Every detail is a part of the all-compre¬ 
hensive divine decree. God foreordains whatever comes to 
pass. Everything is necessary. This view exalts the Sover¬ 
eignty of God. This view exalts God. Do not think that the 
reference to mosquitoes was flippant. William Cullen Bryant 
was no Calvinist and his theology is deplorable; yet on one 
occasion he stated the truth, even if he could not properly 
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apply it to himself. A Christian can detach his lines from the 
Bryant theology and repeat with appreciation these words 
from To a Waterfowl: 

There is a Power whose care 

Teaches thy way along that pathless coast, 

The desert and illimitable air 
Lone wandering, but not lost. 

He, who, from zone to zone. 

Guides through the boundless sky thy certain flight, 

In the long way that I must tread alone 
Will lead my steps aright. 

This settles the question as to whether the method of 
the Atonement is based on sovereignty^ on justice, and the 
question whether God could hav<Trefused^)? neglected to 
save anybody. Not a chance. As previously asserted by the 
present writer, the s acrifice of Christ on the cross sa tisfied 
the Justice of the Fat her. But now it should be clear that jus¬ 
tice is one facet of sovereignty. There is no moral principle 
superior to God. I can say that there is no moral principle 
superior to the will of God. God’s will and God’s intellect are 
identical. Ju stice is what God think s. To suppose that any¬ 
thing could have been otherwise is to suppose that Gqd, could 
have been otherwise than he is. The salvation of the(elect)is a 
part of the sovereign plan by which the universe goes on. God 
ha d to crea te-not_ because there was some power exte maTto 
him, but because he is God. A God who migh t not create, or 
would not have created, is simply not th e Biblical God. 

In this twentieth century, people like to be modern and 
up-to-date. Anything even ten years old-not to say two hun¬ 
dred or two thousand-is passe, benighted, medieval, stupid, 
unenlightened, erroneous, illogical, and just plain false. We 


134 


The Atonement 


today are educated. As one sweet little third-grader told her 
mother: I don’t need to learn arithmetic; I’m developing a so¬ 
cial consciousness. That is why Johnny can’t read . . . theol¬ 
ogy- 

Some Christians, mirabile dictu and gloria in excelsis 
Deo, still remember Rock of Ages. Of course they do not 
know that the author wrote on the present subject any more 
than they know of his other 149 hymns. Here is something 
quite new and up-to-date, so far as the present generation is 
concerned. 

Augustus Toplady wrote, among other things, Observa¬ 
tions on the Divine Attributes.* The simplicity of God and 
the identity of all the divine attributes, used above to settle 
the relation between justice and sovereignty, Toplady ex¬ 
presses in the following words. “Although the great and ever 
blessed God is a Being absolutely simple ... he is, neverthe¬ 
less, in condescension to our weak and contracted faculties, 
represented in Scripture as possessed of divers properties, or 
attributes, which though seemingly different from his essence, 
are in reality essential to him, and constitutive of his very 
nature” (675, 1). Toplady then specifies “his eternal wisdom, 
the absolute freedom and liberty of his will, the perpetuity 
and unchangeableness, both of himself and his decrees, his 
omnipotence, justice, and mercy.” 

The material is so good that it demands great restraint 
not to quote the entire article, twelve pages of long double 
columns. Fear not, modern reader, I shall give only a few 
short paragraphs. 

God is ... so perfectly wise that nothing . . . can elude his 
knowledge . . . ‘Known unto God are all his works from eter¬ 
nity.’ Consequently God knows nothing . . . which he did not 
know and foresee from everlasting.. . . Whatever he foreknows 
to be future shall necessarily and undoubtedly come to pass. 

* Pagination from The Complete Works of Augustus M. Toplady, London, 
1869. 
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For his knowledge can be no more frustated . . . than he can 
cease to be God. Nay, could either of these things be the case, 
he actually would cease to be God. 

Some people argue that knowledge or foreknowledge 
does not necessitate anything. Even a man may know that 
an event will occur tomorrow, but this does not mean that he 
causes it to happen. Perhaps so. But if he does not cause it 
to happen, there must be some other cause which does; for 
unless it were certain, he could not know it.* Now, then, 
since omniscience shows that all events are certain, it fol¬ 
lows that if God does not cause them, there must be a cause 
external to and independent of God. In other words, God 
has ceased to be God. Toplady recognizes this in this para¬ 
graph: “God’s foreknowledge, taken abstractly, is not the sole 
cause of beings and events; but his will and foreknowledge 
together. Hence we find, Acts 2:23, that his determinate coun¬ 
sel and foreknowledge act in concert, the latter resulting from 
and being founded on, the former” (675). + Note that fore¬ 
knowledge is dependent on determinate counsel. This is not 
true of a man. For example, I know that Christ will return. 
The event is determined, certain, and necessary. But I did 
not determine it. 

Just a few more lines from Toplady: “Whatever comes to 
pass comes to pass by virtue of this absolute omnipotent will 


* The illustration is faulty from the start because no man knows what will 
happen tomorrow 

t I have not quoted an intervening paragraph which asserts that though man 
acts “from the first to the last moment of his life, in absolute subserviency 
. • ■ to the purposes and decrees of God concerning him; notwithstanding 
which he acts freely and voluntarily as if he was sui juris , . . . absolutely 
lord of himself.” Translating this, and John Gill’s term coaction, into twen¬ 
tieth-century English, it means that man is free from the compulsion or “co¬ 
action” of physicochemical mathematical equations. But that the will is not 
free from God, and that it is God who makes us willing, is stated in the 
Westminster Confession, X, i; compare IX, 3. 
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of God, which is the primary and supreme cause of all things. 

. . . The will of God is so the cause of all things as to be itself 
without cause; for nothing can be the cause of that which is 
the cause of everything” (677). Later in the volume (784- 
819, all double columns) there is his article, “The Scheme of 
Christian and Philosophical Necessity Asserted.” 

In contrast with the types of interest prominent among 
the relatively conservative Christians of the present day, those 
of an earlier age can be instructive. William Cunningham, 
Professor of Church History at New College, Edinburgh, re¬ 
counts* an interesting attack on Dr. Chalmers by Sir Wil¬ 
liam Hamilton. The latter denounced the former as a fatal¬ 
ist, a pantheist, and as being ignorant and suicidal in theol¬ 
ogy. His reason was that Chalmers taught the doctrine of 
philosophical necessity. Cunningham’s conclusion was that 
the Westminster Confession permits but does not teach 
philosophical necessity, that Chalmers not only was at lib¬ 
erty to accept that view, but that also his orthodoxy was 
impeccable. 

On a lower level-a much lower level-77ze Presbyterian 
Journal, November 18, 1981, includes an article by the Rev¬ 
erend Donald A. Dunkerley entitled “Hyper-Calvinism To¬ 
day.” This author is to be highly commended because he 
knows what hyper-Calvinism is and he states the definition 
clearly. Most popular writers and preachers neither state nor 
know it. Hyper-Calvinism is “that view of Calvinism which 
holds that ‘there is no world-wide call to Christ sent out to 
all sinners, neither are all men bidden to take him as their 
Savior.’ Hyper-calvinists . . . maintain that Christ should be 
held forth or offered as Savior to those only whom God ef¬ 
fectually calls” (14). 

* The Reformers and the Theology of the Reformation, first published 1862, 
London, 1967, 471-524. 
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It seems that there are such people, people who are de¬ 
risively called Hard-shell Baptists. There must be very few 
such, and I do not know of any Presbyterians who qualify. 
Dunkerley himself acknowledges that they are “an almost 
negligible minority.” 

Yet, though he knows very well what the term means, 
he wants to extend its pejorative overtones to people to whom 
the term does not apply. His method is to ask rhetorical ques¬ 
tions which he wants his readers to answer in the affirma¬ 
tive, when clearly the correct answer is negative. In spite of 
his acknowledgment that hyper-Calvinists are an almost neg¬ 
ligible minority, and after describing various forms of evan¬ 
gelism, he complains that “we lack and urgently need in our 
day [a] compassionate evangelism.” Well, this is true, but in 
its context it seems to mean that hyper-Calvinism is almost 
the worst aberration of the twentieth century. Perhaps of the 
eighteenth century also, for Whitefield-whom he cites with 
approval-hardly evinces the evangelistic methods he seems 
to require. 

Of course, the Bible commands us to preach the Gospel 
to all men. To a hyper-Calvinist who insisted that a minister 
should preach the Gospel only to the elect, Clarence Edward 
Macartney, if I remember correctly, replied, “You point out 
to me which persons are the elect, and I shall confine my 
preaching to them.” 

But when Mr. Dunkerley wants to tell everyone that 
“God loves you,” I wonder how he can defend that phrase 
when not only Jacob, but Esau also is in the audience.* 

Such then is my view of sovereignty, and my replies to 
assorted objections. Deo soli gloria. 

* In the article, it seems that the hyper-Calvinist and Mr. Dunkerley misun¬ 
derstand John 3:16, and that the latter’s doctrine of assurance is at variance 
with the First Epistle of John. 
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19. The Extent of the Atonement 

This concluding section could be written as somewhat 
of an anticlimax. All the important points have already been 
expounded, and of course they imply that Christ die d 
sp ecifically to save t he elect and no others. Unless a person 
believes in universal salvation, he must believe that some 
are lost; and if some are lost, one can most reasonably sup¬ 
pose that manv jf not j ail who were drowned in the flood 
were josjy and sureJyijn any if not a ll w ho p erished physi¬ 
cally in the fire rained_down on Sodom and Gomorrah also 
perished eternally. Given these assumptions one may ask, 
Did Christ, while on the cross, intend to save these people? 
Obviously not, for t hey were alre ady ip Hell and there is no 
second chance. Thus from the consideration of many pas¬ 
sages in Scripture we can infer that the extent or application 
of thoAlonet nent is l jmited tojhe elect. All the doctrines of 
Scripture are logically interdependent. Since the most perti¬ 
nent doctrines have already been discussed, any further ap¬ 
peal to Scriptural passages is anticlimactic and unnecessary. 

However, this procedure-or lack of procedure-would 
incite the Arminians to a storm of protest. They would charge 
that we are substituting “mere human logic” for Scriptural 
revelation, and on a point where the Scriptures beyond all 
dispute emphatically support their view. D idn’t God so love 
the world jeverv person in the world, th at he wanted to save 
all? Furthermore, unlike the almost nonexistent hyper-Cal¬ 
vinism, Arminianism has numerous adherents in America. 
Without counting the Lutherans, who have similar views (at 
least on this particular subject) one surmises (since accurate 
statistics are not available) that A rminians form a large ma- 
jority of so-called fun damentalis ts or evangelicals. There¬ 
fore those who u nd erstand the Sc ript ures mus t be_conslantly 
combatting Arminianism, for it is so widespread. Anyone 
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who notes the actual procedures of evangelism in this coun- 
trv-some groups ignore both sin and repentance-can hardly 
ignore the vast difference between the preaching of various 
evangelists. A radio sermon the other day provided a some¬ 
what amusing example. The preacher was making a certain 
point and refuting other possibilities. Possibility number one 
fails because verse so and so rules it out. Possibility number 
two collapses on these other verses. And possibility number 
three is simply Calvinism-period. What could possibly be 
more devastating? Thus the question is not limited to what 
some ignorant people call the dry bones of theology; it con¬ 
cerns the actual preaching, the actual message, of evange¬ 
lists who are very much alive and present. 

The main idea of Arm inian ism in connection with what 
Calvinists call Christ’s Satisfaction i s that Christ died in or- 
der, not to save some, but simply t o make sal vation possible 
to all. According to the theory, Christ died for all men alike 
and not “specially of those who believe.” The Father did not 
give to Christ a “peculiar people” or a “promised posses¬ 
sion.” Christ never procured reconciliation for anyone. But 
if so, how could Isaiah say, “He shall see his seed. ... He 
shall see the travail of his soul, and be satisfied”? At any 
ra te, according to the_Armi nians, Christ n ever actually pro- 
cure d the reconciliation of anyon e: He merely removed the 
obstaelgjaf divine justice so as to make all mankind salvable. 
The A tonem ent_lTas no efficacy in itself so far as application 
goes. For that matter, on their theory, the ransom might not 
have released anyone. In other words, Christ did not intend 
to save anybody, nor did his death insure the salvation of 
anybody. Salvation is an additional work of man’s free will. 
One man is more spiritual than another, or more clever, or 
more determined; and so of his own natural ability he takes 
advantage of the chance that Christ offered equally to all. If 
any person wishes to be reconciled to God, the man himself 
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must do something of his own free will to produce the rec¬ 
onciliation. He must apply redemption to himself. Armi n- 
i anism, as noted above, contradicts C alvinism at every point; 
and here we see it contradicting the obviously Biblical teach¬ 
ing that man is dead in sin. His will is not totally depraved; 
without regeneration he can exercise faith. Though no one 
accuses the Arminians of being Roma n CathoTics, the two 
agree on one point at least-a fatal point; namely, that while 
Christ’s sacrilTc<rwasf necessary for salvation, it is not 
s ufficient. M an must addlsdme meritorious work of his own. 

To support the doctrine of the L in TULIP, Limited 
Atonement, it is sufficient to deduce it logically from other 
doctrines or other parts of the doctrine of the Atonement. 
But we are not unwilling to adduce Scriptural passages that 
more directly and explicitly assert it. First, however, a minor 
division of the subject. 

The application or extent of redemption can be divided 
into two parts. The word application suggests some method 
of applying redemption; the word extent clearly refers to the 
number or identities of those who are saved. Redemption is 
applied by the Holy Spirit. He resurrects the sinner, dead in 
trespasses and sins, to newness of life. He changes a man’s 
recalcitrant will into a believing will. He works faith in us. 
This part of God’s plan is better discussed under the subject 
of the work of the Holy Spirit. Here we are more closely 
concerned with the extent of the application. 

As for the Scriptural material, even the Arminians must 
admit that many verses have a bearing on several topics. 
An ordinary prophecy of a future event, such as the release 
of the Jews by Cyrus, supports the doctrine of omniscience, 
supports the view that Israel was a chosen nation, and 
teaches us something of how God uses civil rulers. Hence we 
cannot permit the Arminians to prohibit us from referring to 
the covenant of redemption (section 3, above). The Father 
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gave to his Son a certain number of people to redeem. This 
body of people is God’s peculiar possession. It does not 
include everyone, for “Jacob have I loved, but Esau have I 
hated.” The not very bright preacher, quoted by Mr. 
Dunkerley, who found difficulty with John 3:16 probably had 
no greater problems with it than Mr. Dunkerley himself, for 
clearly he misinterprets it. Romans 9:13 should help them 
both. 

Emphasizing the substitutionary nature of the Atone¬ 
ment, Smeaton (The Atonement, 174) says, 

The redemptive efficacy of his death is described as taking 
place within a given circle, and as bearing upon a given company 
of persons. . . . The Lord’s sayings on this point are so express 
that we are not left in any doubt whatever that the atonement was 
offered specially for the persons who [actually] receive the ben¬ 
efit of his death. ... Its extent coincides with its effects. 

On the next page, 

Our Lord calls the object of his atonement his sheep (John 
10:15)... . They are already called his sheep because they were 
given to him in the divine decree, and known as his own. . . . 
Christ did not die in a merely indeterminate way and in uncer¬ 
tainty whether he should have a flock, but with special objects 
of redemption [particular individuals] before his mind. ... He 
died for the sheep, 

not for the wolves. Smeaton has several pages refuting Armin- 
ianism and Semi-Pelagian views.* 

The crux of the matter lies in Chris t’s and the Father’s 
inte ntion. Did Christ intend to save some, or none? Did he 

* William Cunningham, Historical Theology, Banner of Truth Trust, 1960, 
II, 237-370, gives a most detailed and almost fatiguing account of the Cal- 
vinistic view of the Atonement and follows it with 130 pages of argument 
against the Arminians. 



142 


The Atonement 


intend to save the Sodomites? What was his purpose? Two 
verses from John’s Gospel obviously bear on his intention. 

John 10:15: I lay down my life for the sheep. 

John 17:9: I do not pray for the world. 

In answer to any Arminian or other sort of misinterpreta¬ 
tion, let it be said that the intrinsic merit of Christ’s sacrifice 
was sufficient to buy the redemption of any or all. The ques¬ 
tion is, Whom in particular did he actually buy? Three more 
verses coincide in answering this question. 

Acts 20:28: . . . the church of God which he 

purchased with his own blood. 

Romans 8:32-33: . . . delivered him up for us all . . . 

God’s elect. 

Ephesians 5:25: ... as Christ also loved the church 

and gave himself for it. 

If anyone says that while of course Christ died for the 
sheep and the church, he also redeemed others, let such a 
one quote the verse that says the Sodomites are now in 
Heaven. Since this obviously cannot be done, the Arminians 
use verses of more general application. 

1 Timothy 2:4,6: . . . who desires all men to be saved 

and to come to the knowledge of the 
truth . . . who gave himself a ran¬ 
som for all. . . . 

Now, first, the context shows clearly enough that the 
two words “all men” mean men of different social position 
and different races: Gentiles as well as Jews, kings and other 
civil officers. In addition to the context, the verses them- 
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selves clearly do not apply to every human individual sin- 
glv. The verse says, “who desires all men ... to come to the 
knowledge of the truth." But God did not will to send preach¬ 
ers of the Gospel to central Africa in the tenth century nor to 
the American Indians. The same is true of Europe and China 
in the tenth century before Christ. Hence “all men” in these 
verses do not mean every last human being who has ever 
lived. 

In case anyone should want to reply that God really 
wanted to, but was prevented by some circumstance or other, 
the irrefragable answer is 

Psalm 135:6: Whatever the Lord pleases, he does, 

in Heaven and in Earth, in the seas 
and in all deep places. 

We now pass to another phase of the same problem. If 
the Arminians and the neo-orthodox accuse us of depending 
too much on logic and clear thinking, the Arminians also-if 
not the neo-orthodox-sometimes depart from specific verses 
and try to deduce conclusions. They argue that only on the 
basis of a universal atonement can an evangelist offer salva¬ 
tion to all his audience and urge all to accept it. This is an 
attempt at logic, even if the attempt is poor. Some Baptists 
speak of the promiscuous preaching of the Gospel;-the Pres¬ 
byterians usually use the term “the free offer of the Gospel.” 
Can such preaching occur on Calvinistic principles? 

By the connotations of the English language, the phrase 
“the free offer of the Gospel” can be easily misunderstood. 
It sounds like “free will”-a doctrine both Calvin and Luther 

V -- — a __ 

rejected^ 

~The previous section on sovereignty explained that God 
was free from subjection to any external circumstance. Yet 
he is not free from himself. He cannot undeify himself. What 
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then does the “free” offer of the Gospel mean? Does it not 
mean that salvation is of grace and is free in the sense that 
we do not have to earn it, in fact cannot possibly earn it? 
This is indeed a sort of freedom, but hardly the free offer of 
the Gospel. 

Louis Berkhof (Systematic Theology, 397) gives a six- 
part definition of the term: (1) the offer of salvation does not 
pretend to be a revelation of the secret counsel of God; (2) 
this offer is always conditioned by faith, a faith contingent 
upon the operation of the Holy Spirit; (3) this offer does not 
consist in the declaration that Christ made atonement for 
every man and really intends to save each one; (4) it is not 
the duty of the preacher to harmonize the secret counsel of 
God [as to which individuals will be saved] with his declara¬ 
tive will; (5) Dr. Shedd said that God may call upon the non¬ 
elect to do a thing that God delights in; and (6) the universal 
offer of salvation serves the purpose of disclosing the aver¬ 
sion and obstinacy of man, and if it were not made, sinners 
might say that they would have gladly accepted if it had been 
offered to them.* 

It seems to me that the phrase “the free offer of the 
Gospel” is a poor one, especially since many, unlike Berkhof, 
make no attempt to explain it. The phrase “promiscuous 
preaching” might do, but perhaps the “unrestricted preach¬ 
ing of the Gospel” would be better. Since the hyper-Calvin- 
ists are so few in number, the strong emphasis on the “free 
offer of the Gospel” is at best unneeded, and in my experi¬ 
ence sometimes woefully misapplied. In one case it was mis¬ 
applied to a person who did a fair amount of street preach¬ 
ing. In fact, since it is hardly possible (in fact impossible) to 
know that everyone in a congregation is already regenerated, 


* These six statements are verbatim, but omissions are not indicated by the 
usual three dots. 
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it is hard to guess where-on the hard-shell position-any 
Gospel preaching could take place. 

It should be obvious, therefore, that the “free offer of 
the gospel” is not at all inconsistent with the doctrine of the 
Limited Atonement. The former identifies the people to whom 
preachers should preach: everybody. The latter refers to the 
intention of Christ to redeem certain unnamed individuals. 
And that Christ did not intend to redeem everybody is suffi¬ 
ciently stated in the verses quoted and others. It is also val¬ 
idly deduced from the Biblical position on the Sovereignty 
of God. Other Biblical passages describe the means by which 
the Atonement was accomplished: federal headship and 
traducianism. More central are Satisfaction, propitiation, and 
expiation, each one a phase of the vicarious sacrifice. This 
sacrifice became possible through the virgin birth and Christ’s 
active obedience, all of which go back to the covenants of 
grace, of redemption, and thus again to the sovereignty of 
God. 

On one occasion, which I remember well, at a seminary 
service, several students-even advanced students-became 
vocally angry because I had preached that 

It pleased God in his eternal purpose to . . . ordain the 
Lord Jesus, his only begotten Son, to be the mediator between 
God and man . . . unto whom he did from all eternity give a 
people to be . . . redeemed. . . . The Lord Jesus by his perfect 
obedience and sacrifice of himself. . . hath fully satisfied the 
justice of his Father, and purchased ... an everlasting inherit¬ 
ance ... for all those whom the Father hath given unto him. . . . 

To all those for whom Christ hath purchased redemption, he 
doth certainly and effectually apply and communicate the same 
. . . effectually persuading them by his Spirit to believe and obey. 

That is the Gospel, and it ought to be preached to all 


men. 
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The Crisis of Our Time 


Historians have christened the thirteenth century the Age 
of Faith and termed the eighteenth century the Age of Rea¬ 
son. The twentieth century has been called many things: the 
Atomic Age, the Age of Inflation, the Age of the Tyrant, the 
Age of Aquarius. But it deserves one name more than the 
others: the Age of Irrationalism. Contemporary secular in¬ 
tellectuals are anti-intellectual. Contemporary philosophers 
are anti-philosophy. Contemporary theologians are anti-the¬ 
ology. 

In past centuries, secular philosophers have generally be¬ 
lieved that knowledge is possible to man. Consequently they 
expended a great deal of thought and effort trying to justify 
knowledge. In the twentieth century, however, the optimism 
of the secular philosophers has all but disappeared. They 
despair of knowledge. 

Like their secular counterparts, the great theologians and 
doctors of the church taught that knowledge is possible to 
man. Yet the theologians of the twentieth century have re¬ 
pudiated that belief. They also despair of knowledge. This 
radical skepticism has filtered down from the philosophers 
and theologians and penetrated our entire culture, from tele¬ 
vision to music to literature. The Christian in the twentieth 
century is confronted with an overwhelming cultural con- 
sensus-sometimes stated explicitly but most often implicitly: 
Man does not and cannot know anything truly. 
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What does this have to do with Christianity? Simply this: 
If man can know nothing truly, man can truly know nothing. 
We cannot know that the Bible is the Word of God, that Christ 
died for his people, or that Christ is alive today at the right 
hand of the Father. Unless knowledge is possible, Chris¬ 
tianity is nonsensical, for it claims to be knowledge. What is 
at stake in the twentieth century is not simply a single doc¬ 
trine, such as the virgin birth, or the existence of Hell, as 
important as those doctrines may be, but the whole of Chris¬ 
tianity itself. If knowledge is not possible to man, it is worse 
than silly to argue points of doctrine-it is insane. 

The irrationalism of the present age is so thoroughgoing 
and pervasive that even the Remnant-the segment of the pro¬ 
fessing church that remains faithful-has accepted much of 
it, frequently without even being aware of what it was ac¬ 
cepting. In some circles this irrationalism has become syn¬ 
onymous with piety and humility, and those who oppose it 
are denounced as rationalists-as though to be logical were a 
sin. Our contemporary anti-theologians make a contradic¬ 
tion and call it a Mystery. The faithful ask for truth and are 
given Paradox. If any balk at swallowing the absurdities of 
the anti-theologians, they are frequently marked as heretics 
or schismatics who seek to act independently of God. 

There is no greater threat facing the true church of Christ 
at this moment than the irrationalism that now controls 
our entire culture. Totalitarianism, guilty of tens of mil¬ 
lions of murders-including those of millions of Christians- 
is to be feared, but not nearly so much as the idea that we do 
not and cannot know the truth. Hedonism, the popular phi¬ 
losophy of America, is not to be feared so much as the belief 
that logic-that “mere human logic,” to use the religious 
irrationalists’ own phrase-is futile. The attacks on truth, 
on revelation, on the intellect, and on logic are renewed daily. 
But note well: The misologists-the haters of logic-use logic 
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to demonstrate the futility of using logic. The anti-intel¬ 
lectuals construct intricate intellectual arguments to prove 
the insufficiency of the intellect. The anti-theologians use 
the revealed Word of God to show that there can be no re¬ 
vealed Word of God-or that if there could, it would remain 
impenetrable darkness and Mystery to our finite minds. 

Nonsense Has Come 

Is it any wonder that the world is grasping at straws-the 
straws of experientialism, mysticism, and drugs? After all, if 
people are told that the Bible contains insoluble mysteries, 
then is not a flight into mysticism to be expected? On what 
grounds can it be condemned? Certainly not on logical 
grounds or Biblical grounds, if logic is futile and the Bible 
unintelligible. Moreover, if it cannot be condemned on logi¬ 
cal or Biblical grounds, it cannot be condemned at all. If 
people are going to have a religion of the mysterious, they 
will not adopt Christianity: They will have a genuine mys¬ 
tery religion. “Those who call for Nonsense,” C.S. Lewis 
once wrote, “will find that it comes.” And that is precisely 
what has happened. The popularity of Eastern mysticism, of 
drugs, and of religious experience is the logical consequence 
of the irrationalism of the twentieth century. There can and 
will be no Christian reformation-and no reconstruction of 
society-unless and until the irrationalism of the age is to¬ 
tally repudiated by Christians. 

The Church Defenseless 

Yet how shall they do it? The spokesmen for Christianity 
have been fatally infected with irrationalism. The seminar¬ 
ies, which annually train thousands of men to teach millions 
of Christians, are the finishing schools of irrationalism, 
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completing the job begun by the government schools and 
colleges. Some of the pulpits of the most conservative 
churches (we are not speaking of the apostate churches) 
are occupied by graduates of the anti-theological schools. 
These products of modern anti-theological education, when 
asked to give a reason for the hope that is in them, can gen¬ 
erally respond with only the intellectual analogue of a shrug- 
a mumble about Mystery. They have not grasped-and there¬ 
fore cannot teach those for whom they are responsible-the 
first truth: “And you shall know the truth.” Many, in fact, 
explicitly deny it, saying that, at best, we possess only “point¬ 
ers” to the truth, or something “similar” to the truth, a mere 
analogy. Is the impotence of the Christian church a puzzle? 
Is the fascination with pentecostalism and faith healing 
among members of conservative churches an enigma? Not 
when one understands the sort of studied nonsense that is 
purveyed in the name of God in the seminaries. 

The Trinity Foundation 

The creators of The Trinity Foundation firmly believe 
that theology is too important to be left to the 
licensed theologians-the graduates of the schools 
of theology. They have created The Trinity Founda¬ 
tion for the express purpose of teaching the faithful 
all that the Scriptures contain-not warmed over, baptized, secular 
philosophies. Each member of the board of directors of The 
Trinity Foundation has signed this oath: “I believe that the 
Bible alone and the Bible in its entirety is the Word 
of God and, therefore, inerrant in the autographs. I 
believe that the system of truth presented in the 
Bible is best summarized in the Westminster Confes¬ 
sion of Faith. So help me God.” 

The ministry of The Trinity Foundation is the presenta- 
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tion of the system of truth taught in Scripture as 
clearly and as completely as possible. We do not 
regard obscurity as a virtue, nor confusion as a sign 
of spirituality. Confusion, like all error, is sin, and 
teaching that confusion is all that Christians can 
hope for is doubly sin. 

The presentation of the truth of Scripture necessarily in¬ 
volves the rejection of error. The Foundation has exposed 
and will continue to expose the irrationalism of the twenti¬ 
eth century, whether its current spokesman be an existential¬ 
ist philosopher or a professed Reformed theologian. We 
oppose anti-intellectualism, whether it be espoused by a neo¬ 
orthodox theologian or a fundamentalist evangelist. We re¬ 
ject misology, whether it be on the lips of a neo-evangelical 
or those of a Roman Catholic charismatic. To each error we 
bring the brilliant light of Scripture, proving all things, and 
holding fast to that which is true. 

The Primacy of Theory 

The ministry of The Trinity Foundation is not a “practi¬ 
cal” ministry. If you are a pastor, we will not enlighten you 
on how to organize an ecumenical prayer meeting in your 
community or how to double church attendance in a year. If 
you are a homemaker, you will have to read elsewhere to 
find out how to become a total woman. If you are a busi¬ 
nessman, we will not tell you how to develop a social con¬ 
science. The professing church is drowning in such “practi¬ 
cal” advice. 

The Trinity Foundation is unapologetically theoretical in 
its outlook, believing that theory without practice is dead, 
and that practice without theory is blind. The trouble with 
the professing church is not primarily in its practice, but in 
its theory. Christians do not know, and many do not even 



166 


The Atonement 


care to know, the doctrines of Scripture. Doctrine is 
intellectual, and Christians are generally anti-intellec¬ 
tual. Doctrine is ivory tower philosophy, and they 
scorn ivory towers. The ivory tower, however, is the 
control tower of a civilization. It is a fundamental, 
theoretical mistake of the practical men to think 
that they can be merely practical, for practice is 
always the practice of some theory. The relationship between 
theory and practice is the relationship between cause and ef¬ 
fect. If a person believes correct theory, his practice will 
tend to be correct. The practice of contemporary Christians 
is immoral because it is the practice of false theories. It is a 
major theoretical mistake of the practical men to think that 
they can ignore the ivory towers of the philosophers and theo¬ 
logians as irrelevant to their lives. Every action that the “prac¬ 
tical” men take is governed by the thinking that has occurred 
in some ivory tower-whether that tower be the British Mu¬ 
seum; the Academy; a home in Basel, Switzerland; or a tent 
in Israel. 

In Understanding Be Men 

It is the first duty of the Christian to understand correct 
theory-correct doctrine-and thereby implement correct prac¬ 
tice. This order-first theory, then practice-is both logical 
and Biblical. It is, for example, exhibited in Paul’s epistle to 
the Romans, in which he spends the first eleven chapters 
expounding theory and the last five discussing practice. The 
contemporary teachers of Christians have not only reversed 
the order, they have inverted the Pauline emphasis on theory 
and practice. The virtually complete failure of the teachers 
of the professing church to instruct the faithful in correct 
doctrine is the cause of the misconduct and cultural impo¬ 
tence of Christians. The church’s lack of power is the result 
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of its lack of truth. The Gospel is the power of God, 
not religious experience or personal relationship. The 
church has no power because it has abandoned 
the Gospel, the good news, for a religion of 
experientialism. Twentieth-century American Christians 
are children carried about by every wind of doctrine, not 
knowing what they believe, or even if they believe any¬ 
thing for certain. 

The chief purpose of The Trinity Foundation is to counter¬ 
act the irrationalism of the age and to expose the errors of 
the teachers of the church. Our emphasis-on the Bible as 
the sole source of truth, on the primacy of the intellect, on 
the supreme importance of correct doctrine, and on the ne¬ 
cessity for systematic and logical thinking-is almost unique 
in Christendom. To the extent that the church survives-and 
she will survive and flourish—it will be because of her in¬ 
creasing acceptance of these basic ideas and their logical 
implications. 

We believe that the Trinity Foundation is filling a vacuum 
in Christendom. We are saying that Christianity is intellec¬ 
tually defensible-that, in fact, it is the only intellectually de¬ 
fensible system of thought. We are saying that God has made 
the wisdom of this world-whether that wisdom be called sci¬ 
ence, religion, philosophy, or common sense-foolishness. We 
are appealing to all Christians who have not conceded defeat 
in the intellectual battle with the world to join us in our ef¬ 
forts to raise a standard to which all men of sound mind can 
repair. 

The love of truth, of God’s Word, has all but disappeared 
in our time. We are committed to and pray for a great 
instauration. But though we may not see this reformation of 
Christendom in our lifetimes, we believe it is our duty to 
present the whole counsel of God because Christ has com¬ 
manded it. The results of our teaching are in God’s hands, 
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not ours. Whatever those results, his Word is never taught in 
vain, but always accomplishes the result that he intended it 
to accomplish. Professor Gordon H. Clark has stated our 
view well: 

There have been times in the history of God’s people, for 
example, in the days of Jeremiah, when refreshing grace and 
widespread revival were not to be expected: The time was one 
of chastisement. If this twentieth century is of a similar nature, 
individual Christians here and there can find comfort and 
strength in a study of God’s Word. But if God has decreed hap¬ 
pier days for us and if we may expect a world-shaking and genu¬ 
ine spiritual awakening, then it is the author’s belief that a zeal 
for souls, however necessary, is not the sufficient condition. 
Have there not been devout saints in every age, numerous enough 
to carry on a revival? Twelve such persons are plenty. What 
distinguishes the arid ages from the period of the Reformation, 
when nations were moved as they had not been since Paul 
preached in Ephesus, Corinth, and Rome, is the latter’s fullness 
of knowledge of God’s Word. To echo an early Reformation 
thought, when the ploughman and the garage attendant know 
the Bible as well as the theologian does, and know it better than 
some contemporary theologians, then the desired awakening 
shall have already occurred. 


In addition to publishing books, the Foundation publishes 
a monthly newsletter, The Trinity Review. Subscriptions to 
The Review are free to U.S. addresses; please write to the 
address below to become a subscriber. If you would like 
further information or would like to join us in our work, please 
let us know. 

The Trinity Foundation is a non-profit foundation, tax ex¬ 
empt under section 501 (c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code 
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of 1954. You can help us disseminate the Word of God 
through your tax-deductible contributions to the Foundation. 

And we know that the Son of God has come and has given 
us an understanding, that we may know him who is true; and 
we are in him who is true, in his Son Jesus Christ. This is the 
true God and eternal life. 

John W. Robbins 



Intellectual Ammunition 


The Trinity Foundation is committed to the reformation of 
philosophy and theology along Biblical lines. We regard 
God’s command to bring all our thoughts into conformity 
with Christ very seriously, and the books listed below are 
designed to accomplish that goal. They are written with two 
subordinate purposes: (1) to demolish all secular claims to 
knowledge; and (2) to build a system of truth based upon the 
Bible alone. 


Philosophy 

Behaviorism and Christianity, Gordon H. Clark $6.95 
Behaviorism is a critique of both secular and religious 
behaviorists. It includes chapters on John Watson, Edgar S. 
Singer, Jr., Gilbert Ryle, B.F. Skinner, and Donald MacKay. 
Clark’s refutation of behaviorism and his argument for a 
Christian doctrine of man are unanswerable. 

A Christian Philosophy of Education $8.95 

Gordon H. Clark 

The first edition of this book was published in 1946. It 
sparked the contemporary interest in Christian schools. Dr. 
Clark thoroughly revised and updated it, and it is needed 
now more than ever. Its chapters include: The Need for a 
World-View, The Christian World-View, The Alternative to 
Christian Theism, Neutrality, Ethics, The Christian Philoso- 
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phy of Education, Academic Matters, Kindergarten to Uni- 
versih: Three appendices are included as well: The Rela¬ 
tionship of Public Education to Christianity, A Protestant 
World-View, and Art and the Gospel. 

A Christian View of Men and Things $10.95 

Gordon H. Clark 

No other book achieves what A Christian View does: the 
presentation of Christianity as it applies to history, politics, 
ethics, science, religion, and epistemology. Clark s command 
of both worldly philosophy and Scripture is evident on every 
page, and the result is a breathtaking and invigorating chal¬ 
lenge to the wisdom of this world. 

Clark Speaks From The Grave, Gordon H. Clark $3.95 
Dr. Clark chides some of his critics for their failure to 
defend Christianity competently. Clark Speaks is a stimulat¬ 
ing and illuminating discussion of the errors of contempo¬ 
rary apologists. 

Education, Christianity, and the State $9.95 

J. Gresham Machen 

Machen was one of the foremost educators, theologians, 
and defenders of Christianity in the twentieth century. The 
author of numerous scholarly books, Machen saw clearly 
that if Christianity is to survive and flourish, a system of 
Christian schools must be established. This collection of 
essays captures his thoughts on education over nearly three 
decades. 

Essays on Ethics and Politics, Gordon H. Clark $10.95 
Clark’s essays, written over the course of five decades, 
are a major statement of Christian ethics. 
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Gordon H. Clark: Personal Recollections $6.95 

John W. Robbins, editor 

Friends of Dr. Clark have written their recollections of 
the man. Contributors include family members, colleagues, 
students, and friends such as Harold Linds ell, Carl Henry, 
Ronald Nash, Dwight Zeller, and Mary Crumpacker. The 
book includes an extensive bibliography of Clark’s work. 

Historiography: Secular and Religious $13.95 

Gordon H. Clark 

In this masterful work, Clark applies his philosophy to the 
writing of history, examining all the major schools of 
historiography. 

An Introduction to Christian Philosophy $8.95 

Gordon H. Clark 

In 1966 Clark delivered three lectures on philosophy at 
Wheaton College. In these lectures he criticizes secular phi¬ 
losophy and launches a philosophical revolution in the name 
of Christ. 

Language and Theology, Gordon H. Clark $9.95 

There are two main currents in twentieth-century philoso¬ 
phy-language philosophy and existentialism. Both are hos¬ 
tile to Christianity. Clark disposes of language philosophy 
in this brilliant critique of Bertrand Russell, Ludwig 
Wittgenstein, Rudolf Carnap, A.J. Ayer, Langdon Gilkey, and 
many others. 

Logic, Gordon H. Clark $8.95 

Written as a textbook for Christian schools, Logic is an¬ 
other unique book from Clark’s pen. His presentation of the 
laws of thought, which must be followed if Scripture is to be 
understood correctly, and which are found in Scripture it- 
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self, is both clear and thorough. Logic is an indispensable 
book for the thinking Christian. 

Logic Workbook, Elihu Carranza $11.95 

Designed to be used in conjunction with Clark's textbook 
Logic, this Workbook contains hundreds of exercises and 
test questions on perforated pages for ease of use by stu¬ 
dents. 

Logic Workbook Answer Key, Elihu Carranza $2.95 
The Key contains answers to all the exercises and tests in 
the Workbook. 

Lord God of Truth, Concerning the Teacher $7.95 
Gordon H. Clark and Aurelius Augustine 

This essay by Clark summarizes many of the most telling 
arguments against empiricism and defends the Biblical teach¬ 
ing that we know God and truth immediately. The dialogue 
by Augustine is a refutation of empirical language philoso¬ 
phy. 

The Philosophy of Science and Belief in God $8.95 
Gordon H. Clark 

In opposing the contemporary idolatry of science, Clark 
analyzes three major aspects of science: the problem of mo¬ 
tion, Newtonian science, and modern theories of physics. His 
conclusion is that science, while it may be useful, is always 
false; and he demonstrates its falsity in numerous ways. Since 
science is always false, it can offer no objection to the Bible 
and Christianity. 

Religion, Reason and Revelation $10.95 

Gordon H. Clark 

One of Clark’s apologetical masterpieces, Religion, Rea- 
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son and Revelation has been praised for the clarity of its 
thought and language. It includes chapters on Is Christian¬ 
ity a Religion? Faith and Reason, Inspiration and Language, 
Revelation and Morality, and God and Evil. It is must read- 
ing for all serious Christians. 

Thales to Dewey: A History of Philosophy paper $13.95 
Gordon H. Clark hardback $18.95 

This is the best one-volume history of philosophy in En¬ 
glish. 

Three Types of Religious Philosophy $6.95 

Gordon H. Clark 

In this book on apologetics, Clark examines empiricism, 
rationalism, dogmatism, and contemporary irrationalism, 
which does not rise to the level of philosophy. He offers a 
solution to the question, “How can Christianity be defended 
before the world? ” 

William James and John Dewey $8.95 

Gordon H. Clark 

William James and John Dewey are two of the most influ¬ 
ential philosophers America has produced. Their philoso¬ 
phies of instrumentalism and pragmatism are hostile to Chris¬ 
tianity, and Clark demolishes their arguments. 

Theology 

The Atonement, Gordon H. Clark $8.95 

In The Atonement, Clark discusses the covenants, the vir¬ 
gin birth and incarnation, federal headship and representa¬ 
tion, the relationship between God’s sovereignty andjustice, 
and much more. He analyzes traditional views of the atone¬ 
ment and criticizes them in the light of Scripture alone. 
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The Biblical Doctrine of Man, Gordon H. Clark $6.95 
Is man soul and body or soul, spirit, and body? What is 
the image of God? Is Adam's sin imputed to his children? Is 
evolution true? Are men totally depraved? What is the heart? 
These are some of the questions discussed and answeredfrom 
Scripture in this book. 

The Clark-Van Til Controversy $7.95 

Herman Hoeksema 

This collection of essays by the founder of the Protestant 
Reformed Church-essays written at the time of the Clark- 
Van Til controversy-is one of the best commentaries on the 
events in print. 

Cornelius Van Til: The Man and The Myth $2.45 

John W. Robbins 

The actual teachings of this eminent Philadelphia theolo¬ 
gian have been obscured by the myths that surround him. 
This book penetrates those myths and criticizes Van Til s sur¬ 
prisingly unorthodox views of God and the Bible. 

The Everlasting Righteousness, Horatius Bonar $8.95 
Originally published in 1874, the language of Bonar’s 
masterpiece on justification by faith alone has been updated 
and Americanized for easy reading and clear understand¬ 
ing. This is one of the best books ever written on justification. 

Faith and Saving Faith, Gordon H. Clark $6.95 

The views of the Roman Catholic church, John Calvin, Tho¬ 
mas Manton, John Owen, Charles Hodge, and B.B. Warfield 
are discussed in this book. Is the object of faith a person or 
a proposition? Is faith more than belief? Is belief more than 
thinking with assent, as Augustine said? In a world chaotic 
with differing views of faith, Clark clearly explains the Bibli¬ 
cal view of faith and saving faith. 
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God and Evil, Gordon H. Clark $4.95 

This volume is Chapter 5 o/Religion, Reason and Revela¬ 
tion, in which Clark presents his solution to the problem of 
evil. 

God’s Hammer: The Bible and Its Critics $10.95 

Gordon H. Clark 

The starting point of Christianity, the doctrine on which 
all other doctrines depend, is “The Bible alone, and the Bible 
in its entirety, is the Word of God written, and therefore iner- 
rant in the autographs. ” Over the centuries the opponents of 
Christianity, with Satanic shrewdness, have concentrated 
their attacks on the truthfulness and completeness of the 
Bible. In the twentieth century the attack is not so much in 
the fields of history and archaeology as in philosophy. Clark s 
brilliant defense of the complete truthfulness of the Bible is 
captured in this collection of eleven major essays. 

Guide to the Westminster Confession and Catechism 

James E. Bordwine $13.95 

This large book contains the full text of both the 
Westminster Confession (both original and American ver¬ 
sions) and the Larger Catechism. In addition, it offers a 
chapter-by-chapter summary of the Confession and a unique 
index to both the Confession and the Catechism. 

The Holy Spirit, Gordon H. Clark $8.95 

This discussion of the third person of the Trinity is both 
concise and exact. Clark includes chapters on the work of 
the Spirit, santification, and Pentecostalism. This book is 
part of his multi-volume systematic theology that began ap¬ 
pearing in print in 1985. 

The Incarnation, Gordon H. Clark $8.95 

Who is Christ? The attack on the incarnation in the nine¬ 
teenth and twentieth centuries has been vigorous, but the or- 
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thodox response has been lame. Clark reconstructs the doc¬ 
trine of the incarnation, building and improving upon the 
Chalcedonian definition. 

In Defense of Theology, Gordon H. Clark $9.95 

There are four groups to whom Clark addresses this book: 
average Christians who are uninterested in theology, athe¬ 
ists and agnostics, religious experientialists, and serious 
Christians. The vindication of the knowledge of God against 
the objections of three of these groups is the first step in 
theology. 

The Johannine Logos, Gordon H. Clark $5.95 

Clark analyzes the relationship between Christ, who is the 
truth, and the Bible. He explains why John used the same 
word to refer to both Christ and his teaching. Chapters deal 
with the Prologue to John’s Gospel, Logos and Rheemata, 
Truth, and Saving Faith. 

Justification by Faith Alone, Charles Hodge $10.95 
Charles Hodge of Princeton Seminary was the best Ameri¬ 
can theologian of the nineteenth century. Here in one vol¬ 
ume are his two major essays on justification. This book is 
essential in defending the faith. 

Predestination, Gordon H. Clark $8.95 

Clark thoroughly discusses one of the most controversial 
and pervasive doctrines of the Bible: that God is, quite liter¬ 
ally, Almighty. Free will, the origin of evil, God's omni¬ 
science, creation, and the new birth are all presented within 
a Scriptural framework. The objections of those who do not 
believe in the Almighty God are considered and refuted. This 
edition also contains the text of the booklet, Predestination 
in the Old Testament. 
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Sanctification, Gordon H. Clark $8.95 

In this book, which is part of Clark s multi-volume system¬ 
atic theology, he discusses historical theories of sanctifica¬ 
tion, the sacraments, and the Biblical doctrine of sanctifica¬ 
tion. 

Today’s Evangelism: Counterfeit or Genuine? $6.95 

Gordon H. Clark 

Clark compares the methods and messages of today s evan¬ 
gelists with Scripture, and finds that Christianity is on the 
wane because the Gospel has been distorted or lost. This is 
an extremely useful and enlightening book. 

The Trinity, Gordon H. Clark $8.95 

Apart from the doctrine of Scripture, no teaching of the 
Bible is more important than the doctrine of God. Clark’s 
defense of the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity is a principal 
portion of Clark s systematic theology. There are chapters 
on the deity of Christ, Augustine, the incomprehensibility of 
God, Bavinck and Van Til, and the Holy Spirit, among oth¬ 
ers. 

What Calvin Says, W. Gary Crampton $7.95 

This is both a readable and thorough introduction to the 
theology of John Calvin. 

What Do Presbyterians Believe? Gordon H. Clark $8.95 
This classic introduction to Christian doctrine has been 
republished. It is the best commentary on the Westminster 
Confession of Faith that has ever been written. 
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Commentaries on the New Testament 


Colossians, Gordon H. Clark $ 6.95 

Ephesians, Gordon H. Clark $ 8.95 

First Corinthians, Gordon H. Clark $10.95 

First John, Gordon H. Clark $10.95 

First and Second Thessalonians $ 5.95 

Gordon H. Clark 

New Heavens, New Earth (First and Second Peter) 

Gordon H. Clark $10.95 

The Pastoral Epistles (I and II Timothy and Titus) 

Gordon H. Clark $ 9.95 


All of Clark's commentaries are expository, not technical, 
and are written for the Christian layman. His purpose is to 
explain the text clearly and accurately so that the Word of 
Cod will be thoroughly known by every Christian. 


The Trinity Library 

We will send you one copy of each of the 46 books listed 
above for $275. You may also order the books you want 
individually on the order blank on the next page. Because 
some of the books are in short supply, we must reserve the 
right to substitute others of equal or greater value in The 
Trinity Library. This special offer expires June 30, 1998. 




Order Form 


Name_ 

Address 


Please: □ add my name to the mailing list for The Trinity Review. 

I understand that there is no charge for the Review sent 
to a U.S. address. 

□ accept my tax deductible contribution of $_ 

for the work of the Foundation. 


□ send me_ copies of The Atonement. I enclose as 

payment $_. 

□ send me the Trinity Library of 46 books. I enclose $275 
as full payment. 

□ send me the following books. I enclose full payment in 

the amount of $_for them. 


Mail to: 

The Trinity Foundation 
Post Office Box 1666 
Hobbs, New Mexico 88240 


Please add $1.00 for postage on orders less than $10. Thank you. 
For quantity discounts, please write to the Foundation. 



